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Abstract 
This paper focuses on the interplay between cultural representations of 
Filipino domestic helpers and social practices carried out by their employers in 
Hong Kong. It explores the following the issues: what are the cultural 
representations of Filipino maids in Hong Kong? What are the general public 
sentiments and reactions towards them? Under what socio-historical context are 
the cultural representations of Filipino domestic helpers and social practices of 
employers taking place and carried out? What guidelines, prescriptions and 
proscriptions, have cultural representations provided for the social practices of 
Hong Kong employers? How rigid (or flexible) have these guidelines been? 
It was found the general sentiment of Hong Kong people was negative 
towards Filipino domestic helpers, and so are the media representations of them 
in Hong Kong. Filipino maids have been confined, constrained, and isolated both 
physically and culturally. In media portrayals, Filipino maids are usually 
presented as cunning, irresponsibie, dangerous, uncivilized, and morally 
indecent. Stories of murder, crimes, indecent cases and child abuse are over-
represented in terms of frequency and coverage; while their contributions, hard 
times, problems encountered and appraisals of some "model" maids are relatively 
under-represented. 
For social practices, most adopted by the employers aim at controlling and 
monitoring the maids' behavior. They range from mild to harsh. Employers are 
found to be backed up by the cultural representations of Filipino maids in their 
execution and choices of social practices. However, they also make constant 
reference to their own reality and their social circles. Therefore, they are 
constantly negotiating with media representations. It is found that the interplay 
between cultural representation and social practice is a back-and-forth process. 
Employers of Filipino domestic helpers do not totally accept the dominant ideas 
of the media messages. Rather, they constantly make use of media text and 
information and modify them in order to suit their own reality. A number of 
characteristics of social practices taken by the employers are identified, namely 
"checking tactics", "testing tactics", "avoidance tactics" and "control tactics". 
























Chapter One: Introduction 
1.1 An Overview 
From time to time，our culture has given us many hints about how we view 
and treat others. This is more obvious in the case of the racial minority. Cultural 
representation of migrants is a subjective, mainstream-driven matter; while our 
social practice towards migrants is a practical, realistic matter. Most of the time, 
cultural representation and social practice interact and interplay with each other. 
The social practices towards the minority by a dominant group are shaping as 
well as being shaped by the cultural representation of the minority in a society. 
Filipino live-in domestic helpers in Hong Kong are a good case to illustrate this 
process, as the social practices by their employers can be reflected in a clear, 
well-defined domestic setting. 
In Hong Kong, when one talks of domestic workers, one equates them 
with a Filipina, and vice versa. Numerous Filipino tourists in Hong Kong 
complained they were being treated as domestic helpers (Medel-Anonueva et al., 
1989). For some time now it seems all Filipinas in Hong Kong have been 
perceived and assumed to be domestic helpers. Up to early 1998, the number of 
Filipino domestic helpers was approaching 150,000 (Source: Statistics from 
Immigration Department, February, 1998). Based on the 1991 General 
Household Survey carried out by the Census and Statistics Department, it was 
estimated that 5.1 percent of all domestic households in Hong Kong employed a 
domestic helper ~ a figure that has increased from 3.6 percent in 1987. 
The presence ofthe massive number ofFilipino domestic helpers in Hong 
Kong has aroused mixed feelings in the local community, ranging from 
appreciation oftheir contribution in improvingthe quality of the local family life, 
to accusation of abusive use of public places. Their working conditions, their 
welfare and their lives in general have attracted relatively little public attention 
and concern. Over the last decade, only a few empirical studies of Filipino 
domestic helpers in Hong Kong can be identified. 
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Based on these backgrounds, this paper probes the questions of "what are 
the cultural representations of Filipino domestic helpers in Hong Kong?" and 
"how are the cultural representations of Filipino domestic helpers reflected and 
infiltrated in the actual social practices of Hong Kong employers towards their 
Filipino maids?" However, the present study particularly investigates the social 
practices of Hong Kong employers towards their Filipino maids in domestic 
settings (i.e. the private domain). Social practice is a term that can be applied at 
societal level and in a private family setting. That is, there are social practices of 
Hong Kong people in general at societal level and social practices of individual 
employers towards their own maids. 
This paper is organized as follows: Chapter one describes the objectives 
and significance of the study, and conceptualizes the research topic. It also 
locates this paper in the contemporary cultural context of Hong Kong. Chapter 
two is the literature review in which related theoretical perspectives and past 
relevant researches are presented. Chapter three is the methodology applied in 
this study. Chapter four is a socio-historical analysis of the influx of Filipino 
domestic helpers in Hong Kong, which is to contextualize the present study. 
Chapter five is an account of the cultural representations of Filipino domestic 
helpers in Hong Kong, which includes Hong Kong people's sentiments and 
collective practices or treatment of the Filipino domestic helpers as reflected in 
several social protests; as well as a textual analysis of their representations in 
media. Chapter six deals with the findings and discussions of the social practices 
(with reference to the cultural representations of the Filipino domestic helpers) of 
the interviewees. This chapter elaborates the interplay between cultural 
representation (which operates in the public domain) and social practices of 
employers (which operates in a private family setting). It also incorporates the 
findings and theoretical perspectives. Insights of this research are identified. 
Finally, a short conclusion is given in Chapter seven. 
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1.2 Research Questions 
This paper probes three areas of concern: 
First, what is the socio-historical context in which the cultural 
representations of Filipino domestic helpers and the social practices of 
employers take place? 
Second, what are the cultural representations ofFilipino domestic helpers 
in Hong Kong? 
Third, how are these cultural representations (which operate in the public 
domain) reflected in the social practices of Hong Kong employers towards their 
maids (which operates in the private domain, i.e. family setting) ？ In tum, how 
do the cultural representations and social practices interact and interplay? 
1.3 Conceptualization ofthe Research Topic 
The topic of this paper has two main concepts to be defined: cultural 
representation and social practice. 
Before explaining what cultural representation means in this paper, it 
should first be asked "why cultural representation, not media representation?" 
McQuail (1994), in his chapter of accounting the theoretical shift of media effect 
study, has given some insights into this question. He claimed: 
"the entire study of mass communication is based on the premise that the 
media have significant effects, yet there is little agreement on the nature and extent 
of these assumed effects Our minds are full of media-derived information and 
impressions……There can be many effects, without any overall pattern or direction. 
The media are rarely likely to be the only necessary or sufficient cause of effect, and 
the relative contribution is extremely hard to assess the carriers of an 
enormously diverse set of messages, images and ideas, most of which do not 
originate with the media themselves but ‘come from society' and are ‘sent back, to 
society by way of the media (pp. 327-328).，， 
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Following this line of view, mass communication can be considered as 
both a "societal" and a "cultural" phenomenon. The ideas, images and 
information disseminated by the media are evidently an important aspect of our 
culture (pp. 62). The relationship, to employ McQuail's term, is a kind of 
"interdependence". It implies that mass media and culture are continually 
interacting and influencing each other. The media, as cultural industries, respond 
to the demand from society for information and entertainment and, at the same 
time, stimulate innovation and contribute to a changing social-cultural climate 
(pp. 62-63). 
While McQuail pointed to the interdependence of media content and 
culture, Lull (1995) went a step further on the interpretation of media text. 
According to Lull, readers' interpretation was framed by readers' values and 
orientations. And those values and orientations come from the culture. What 
images appear on television, and how those images are interpreted by viewers, 
are greatly influenced by the political, economic, and cultural environment (pp. 
21, 61) (See also Kellner, 1995; Comer, 1995; Damton, 1990). 
There are at least two insights: one is that media representation is part of 
the product of culture, thus media representation cannot stand alone. Second, 
only representations in the wider cultural context can give a more comprehensive 
account for the viewers' interpretation on representations. 
To employ Fiske's (1987) idea, cultural representation can be viewed as a 
discourse and he defined discourse as "a language or system of representation that 
has developed socially in order to make and circulate a coherent set of meanings 
about a topic area (pp. 14)." Hall (1997) also pointed at the vehicle-function of 
language in representations. He conceptualized representation as "using 
language to say something meaningful about, or to represent, the world 
meaningfully, to other people (it is) an essential part of the process by which 
meaning is produced and exchanged between members of a culture. It involves 
the use of language, signs and images which stand for or represent things." 
Similar ideas have been advocated by Lindsay Prior (1989), but she put more 
emphasis on the socio-cultural context. She considered representation as a 
4 
reflection of some aspects of an external world. Representations have to be 
explained and accounted for through the discursive rules and themes that 
predominate in a particular socio-historical context. 
Based on these ideas, cultural representation is conceptualized in this 
study as a system of language, images, values and ideas developed from a 
particular socio-cultural context, which are used to stand for, symbolize, portray 
or imagine people or things, and media is part of the representation productions 
and carriers. 
For the concept of social practices, Hall (1997) put it straightforwardly 
that "what one does” (pp. 44). Silverman (1993) also held the same view that 
"the focus [of social practice] is on what people are doing rather than just upon 
what people are thinking." A more thorough elaboration of this concept has been 
given by sociologist Schatzki (1996). According to him, social practices are 
doings and sayings. It emphasizes the idea of "actualization", as he said, "a 
practice is only (a practice) in being performed. Practice is in the sense of do-ing. 
Actualizing and sustaining practices are in the sense of nexuses of doings (pp. 
90)." 
He also pointed out that there is a set of considerations and pre-conditions 
that govem how people act and choose. Basically, the achievement of a social 
practice depends on: 
(1) one's understandings of the action; 
(2) explicit social rules, principle, instructions, perceptions, purposes, 
beliefs, emotions and moods (he called these "teleaffective structure"). 
Of course, according to Schatzki and other communication scholars, even 
watching television and reading newspapers, or even the production of cultural 
representations, can be regarded as social practices. To fit in the context of this 
paper, however, social practice, to employ some of Schatzki's ideas, refers to 
people's doings and sayings (i.e. actualization) in their social life, based on their 
understandings, perceptions, beliefs, social rules, principles and feelings on, and 
stimulation from cultural representation (of Filipino domestic helpers in Hong 
Kong) and their own condition. 
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1.4 Objective and Significance 
This paper is exploratory in nature. My first objective is to examine the 
cultural representations of Filipino domestic helpers. A general picture of their 
cultural representations over the past ten years are briefly discussed, with more 
emphasis on the past three years. This is based on the fact that the first time Hong 
Kong people expressed their grievances strongly towards Filipino domestic 
helpers was over the problem of "littering of Statue Square" happening in 1986 
(皇后像廣場問題)1. The early 1980s was also the period that the number of 
Filipino domestic helpers increased most rapidly (Ohashi, 1986:175). Since then, 
news about this particular group has been regularly published by local media. 
The paper, however, places more emphasis on the past three years' cultural 
representations (mainly media representations) because the social practices of 
Hong Kong people should be more closely related to recent events and 
publications. 
The second objective is to probe the interplay between cultural 
representations of Filipino domestic helpers and social practices of Hong Kong 
employers. It is based on the premise that cultural representation has the power to 
shape people's framework of sense-making. It would further be reflected in the 
social practices ofthe employers or the potential employers in a domestic setting. 
It is also another objective to locate both cultural representations and social 
practices in the particular socio-historical Hong Kong context. 
Theoretically, this paper aims at contributing ideas in media reception 
research under culturalist approach. Recent trends of such research tend to 
confirm the role of culture in media content and the power of audience in 
interpreting media content. However, this paper goes further on the actual 
1 In October 1986，the littering up of the Statue Square and areas of Central (the commercial hub of 
Hong Kong) aroused public dissatisfaction. There were people who called for "driving away" the 
Filipino domestic helpers from those areas (See also Chapter five ofthis paper.). 
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practices ofpeople instead ofjust asking them how they interpret or feel about the 
media text. This gives us a closer understanding the social life. It also 
contributes ideas on racism in the media. Media research has long probed the 
representation of minority groups such as racial minorities, women and children 
etc. An overwhelming conclusion for their "under-represent biased" 
representations have been repeatedly evident (see for example Wonsek, 1992). 
There are, however, only a few empirical researches about Filipino domestic 
workers in Hong Kong. Most of them discussed working conditions (French, 
1986; Lane, 1992), reasons for migrating, relationships with their employers 
(French, 1986) and a comparison with Chinese maids (Constable, 1996). They, 
being the largest minority colour migrant group in Hong Kong, has not been 
discussed in media research domain. This paper would also provide data for 
cross-cultural comparisons with, for example, the Middle East and Singapore, 
where the employment of Filipino domestic helpers is common. Practically and 
hopefully, this paper can create better understanding between Filipino domestic 
workers and Hong Kong people, as there have been so many conflicts involved. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
There are three main areas of literature concerned. They are literature on 
related theoretical perspectives, literature on minority group study and racism in 
media, as well as literature on domestic workers. 
2.1 Theoretical Perspectives 
Theoretical shift on audience research: 
Early mass communication theorists assumed that print and electronic 
media have an enormous power to mold opinion, arouse feelings, and sway 
behavior. They viewed the audience as defenseless and relatively passive. The 
media message was considered as powerful bullet that spins at audience’ 
mentality (Giriffin, 1994:330). However, scholars of media effects soon came to 
recognize that audiences can also resist the influence of the media. It is because 
they have their own varied reasons for choosing to attend to media messages 
(McQuail and Windahl, 1993). Works developed from this line of reasoning, 
though in different views over the power of media effects, were Hall's encoding 
and decoding's concepts; David Morley's (1982) "new audience research"; uses 
and gratifications research; Gerbner's cultivation theory by Signorielli and 
Morgan (1990); and the ideas elaborated by Noelle-Neumann (1974) in her 
"spiral of silence" theory etc. To employ McQuail's idea (1995), this emerging 
paradigm of effects has two main thrusts: first, media "construct" social 
formations and history itself by framing images of reality (in fiction as well as 
news) in a predictable and patterned way. Second, audiences construct for 
themselves their own view of social reality and their place in it, in interaction 
with the symbolic constructions offered by the media. The approach allows the 
power of media to influence and the power of the audience to choose, with a 
terrain ofcontinuous negotiation in between (pp. 331). Both audience power and 
social reality have been highlighted. It has generally confirmed that audience 
have their own interpretation ofmedia content and their own reality. This came 
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to the emphasis ofthe cultural dispositions of audiences. It basically follows the 
logic that every aspect of the productions and uses of mass media has a cultural 
dimension. People as producers of culturally meaningful media texts, or people 
as “readers of texts", from which they take cultural meanings with implications 
for the rest of social life (pp. 335). This view is well-established and further 
refined in the audience reception analysis operating within the culturalist 
approach. 
Audience reception analysis under culturalist approach: 
As this paper probes the cultural representation in public domain and 
social practices in private reality, this paper highlights the audience reception 
analysis operating under the culturalist approach domain. Both of them can be 
traced back to the central idea of cultural studies which focuses on audience's 
willing and imaginative engagements with mass media form and content (Lull, 
1995:111). 
The Culturalist approach was advocated in early times by Stuart Hall 
who claimed that communication cannot be isolated from cultural dimension 
(Griffin, 1994:356). The Culturalist approach emphasizes the "signification", 
which refers to the process by which meaning is given and taken. It generally 
deals with the notion of a text and with the construction and taking of meaning 
from texts. It takes in all aspects of the production, the forms and the reception of 
texts in the sense and the discourses which surround them (McQuail, 1995:94). 
A clear explanation of these ideas has been given by James Carey (1988) 
and Stuart Hall (1994) respectively. Carey defined communication as "a 
symbolic process whereby reality is produced, maintained, repaired and 
transformed (pp. 23)," while Stuart Hall claimed "culture as interwoven with all 
social practices, and those practices, in tum, as a common form ofhuman activity 
(Gurevitch et al., 1982:26-7).，， To briefly sum up, the culturalist approach 
involved a view of media use as a significant element in "everyday life", a set of 
practices which could be understood only in relation to the particular social 
context and to other practices {ibid.). 
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The ideas of "new audience studies" has been built upon the culturalist 
approach. It emphasizes the study of audience experiences which are indeed 
influenced by the wider socio-cultural context. Reception analysis has developed 
out of critical theory, semiology, discourse analysis, and enthnographic studies 
ofmedia use. The essence of the “reception approach" is to locate the attribution 
and construction of meaning (derived from media) with the receiver (McQuail 
and Windahl, 1993:145). According to Jensen and Rosengren (1990), one of the 
forerunners of reception analysis, mass media reception is an integrated aspect of 
the everyday practices of communities and specific cultural groups which should 
be studied in its social and discursive content. They characterize the essence of 
the approach as follows: 
Drawing on methods of analysis-cum-interpretation from the literary 
tradition and the conception of communication and cultural processes as socially 
situated discourse from cultural studies, reception analysis can be said to perform a 
comparative reading of media discourses and audience in order to understand the 
processes of reception. 
Recent trends of audience studies 
Contemporary audience reception researches have put more emphasis 
and confirmations on the power of audience, and further investigations on the 
different forms of interpretations of media texts by audience. Here, I specifically 
focus on three of the important scholars of contemporary audience studies — 
Stuart Hall, David Morley and John Fiske. 
Stuart Hall's specific contribution to cultural and media studies has 
grown out of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of 
Birmingham. Hall (1980), in his famous encoding / decoding essay argued that 
there is a basic distinction between the social processes that encode and decode 
media texts. For encoding, cultural productions can be encoded through an 
interaction between institutional relations, professional norms (for example by 
media producers), and technical equipment (television cameras, videotapes, tape 
recorders, etc.). For decoding, the decoding strategies employed by the audience 
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are similarly dependent upon social relations, political and cultural dispositions 
and access to the relevant technology (radio, television, video recorder, compact 
disc player). According to Hall, there are three forms of audience reading 
strategy, namely preferred, negotiated and oppositional. Preferred readings 
interpret the meaning of the text suggested by the message. It is similar to the 
concept of dominant meaning as a powerful bullet that spins at audience's 
mentality. Negotiated readings take basically the dominant meaning suggested 
by the text while making some contradictory sense ofthe message. Oppositional 
readings almost totally reject and attack the dominant meaning offered by the text 
(Stevenson, 1995: 42-43, 78). 
David Morley, who was also grown out of the Centre for Contemporary 
Culture Studies at Birmingham, inspired by Hall's encoding / decoding model, 
conducted a study on the television programme Nationwide and carried out 
subsequent studies in audience research. 
Following Hall, Morley (1980, 1992) argued that the "meaning" of 
Nationwide is the product of the preferred reading offered by the text and the 
cultural dispositions of the audience. Unlike Hall, Morley argued that through 
different decoding strategies, the preferred meaning of the text can be resisted by 
the culturally coded reading strategies of the audience. Therefore, the text is a 
structured polysemy that can never achieve a ‘total’ ideological closure. This led 
to the concept and the view of "differential decoding" and "new audience 
research". He held that messages could be read differently than intended by 
differently constituted social and cultural groups. In his study of family 
television viewing of the working class in London (Morley, 1986), he found 
working-class resistance to dominant media messages. 
Morley's main contribution in refining Hall's encoding / decoding model 
was his emphasis on the polysemy of meaning of texts. Instead of having three 
forms of decoding strategies, the meaning of texts, according to Morley, is 
multiple and variable. His second contribution was the emphasis on reception in 
a family context, thus giving a closer view on actual social life. He claimed, 
"television, despite the many changes and extensions relating to production, 
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transmission and reception, remains primarily a medium of family entertainment 
{ibid.). He also offered a wider view of social and cultural influences like 
ethnicity, gender, everyday life, that mediate the experience and influence of 
media. 
John Fiske, like David Morley，has sought to articulate a theory of 
popular culture that builds upon Hall's original encoding / decoding essay. His 
ideas were actually a sum-up of Morley's but he put more emphasis on the 
creation of popular culture. According to Fiske (1987, 1989)，the circulation of 
meaning requires three levels of intextuality — first, the cultural forms of media 
text like concerts, books, and posters. Second, a variety of media talk in different 
cultural forms like popular magazines, popular television programmes, in which 
a wide range of commentary and viewpoint is offered and articulated. Third, the 
most important is the ways in which a media text becomes part of people's 
everyday life, for example, people imitate Madonna's way of dressing. Fiske 
claimed there is a break between the interests of the economic institutions that 
produce cultural forms and the interpretative concerns of the audience. He 
expressed this distinction as an opposition between the “power bloc" (the 
dominant cultural, political and social order) and the “people,’ (sets of social 
allegiances cut across by class, gender, race, age, etc.). The "power bloc" 
produces uniform mass-produced products which are then transformed into 
practices of resistance by the “people”. As Fiske argued, “popular culture is 
made by the people, not produced by the culture industry" (Fiske, 1989:24). 
Similar to Morley, the meaning of a media text, according to Fiske, is an 
interaction between the “preferred reading" offered by a text and the “people,，. 
Both ofthem emphasize that "meaning" should be understood when a media text 
becomes part of people's everyday life. 
Media Discourse Model 
Recent development of this line of thinking has gone some steps further on 
the meaning construction attributed by readers. A media discourse model based 
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on the theory by Fiske (1987) illustrated this, “[media] texts are the product of 
their readers. So, a programme becomes a text at the moment of reading. When it 
interacts with its many audiences, it will activate some of the meanings or 
pleasures that is capable of provoking." The following diagram shows his idea: 
TV Programme Readers 
Text Discourse 
/ 0 ^ ~ X 
/ Realism / \ \ 






Fig 2.1. A media discourse model (based on theory in Fiske 1987; quoted from 
McQuail and Windahl, 1993:148). 
The main point illustrated in the media discourse model is that a 
meaningful text is located in the overlap or correspondence between the 
discursive world of an audience and the discourse embodied in the media text. 
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Two important concepts here are realism and polysemy. Realism refers to the 
degree of 'trueness' of the programme. For example, news programmes usually 
have a relatively higher degree of realism than entertainment programmes. 
Polysemy is an important concept in reception analysis. In Fiske's presentation, 
it refers to the multiplicity of meanings of media text. Morley (1980) further 
explicated the term by emphasizing the cultural background of the readers. He 
said messages could be read differently than intended, by differently constituted 
social and cultural groups. In general, the media-cultural studies converge to the 
point that most media messages are essentially ‘polysemic，and open to several 
possible interpretations. According to Lull (1995), polysemy confers that 
nothing is interpreted neutrally, and meaning cannot be imposed. People 
interpret and use cultural phenomena such as popular music stars, television 
programmmes in ways they find reinforcing, stimulating, or otherwise rewarding 
(subjectively) (pp. 144). 
Polysemy, indeed, is a basic prerequisite for the notion of active audience, 
which operates in a wider social and cultural environment. "Every narrative is 
told from a social perspective on viewpoints offered in reading. When engaging 
with these narrative viewpoints, audience do not simply accept the given 
representation. They subject it to the range of social readings and interpretations 
that other kinds of texts receive. Indeed, responses to narratives exemplify in 
many ways the active involvement of readers and audiences in the production of 
social meaning (Thwaited et al., 1994:127).，， 
To locate both "realism" and "polysemy" in the notion of active audience, 
it comes up that: whether a programme or media text is realistic or not; or in other 
words, whether a programme or media text is polysemic or not, varies from 
person to person. However, it should also be noted that the way in which the 
media text is presented and framed can impose a certain degree of influence on 
the "magnitude" of "realism" and "polysemy". 
In fact, the idea of polysemy has also embedded in Stuart Hall's (1980) 
model of "encoding-decoding media discourse". It represented the media text as 
located between its producers, who framed meaning in a certain way, and its 
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audience, who ‘decoded’ the meaning according to their rather different social 
situations and frames of interpretation. That is, people bring their social context 
to bear upon the decoding of a television (or other mass media) text. Hall 
suggested three basic codes of circulation: preferred readings, negotiated 
readings and oppositional readings. Semiology has also followed the same kind 
oflogic. It holds that media messages can have many meanings. Basically, there 
are two levels of signification, namely denotative meaning (it refers to what a 
message is believed to designate, that is, the common-sense level of meaning), 
and connotative meaning (it refers to interpretation based on feelings and 
judgments and the wider meanings depending on certain cultural associations) 
(Berger, 1984; Eco, 1976; Barthes, 1973). 
So far, it has been seen that early perspectives on audience reception 
analysis viewed audience as defenseless and passive. Later, scholars gradually 
have been aware of the possibility of active interpretative power of audience. 
Hall's encoding / decoding essay highlights the possibility of difference between 
the media producer's encoding and the audience's decoding. He suggested three 
forms of decoding strategies. Both Morley and Fiske, based on Hall's model, 
drew a wider view on audience dispositions and characteristics like gender, social 
class, race and age etc. To sum up, there are basically six points that summarize 
the contemporary audience reception approach: 
1. Media representations are cultural constructions. 
2. To have a better understanding of "meaning", the media text has to be 
“read，’ from the angle of its audience, who construct meanings and 
pleasures from the media texts offered. 
3. Audiences for particular genres often comprise 'interpretative 
communities' which share much the same experience, forms of 
discourse and frameworks for making sense of media. 
4. Audiences are not always passive (Jensen and Jankowski, 1991:121-
134; Morley, 1980; Biocca, 1988; Thwaited, 1994:170). 
5. Media texts are polysemic. 
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6. The meaning of a text is largely dependent on an audience's everyday 
life experience, and the producer of a text can give a certain shape to 
the meaning of a text. 
There are by now many research studies operating within this framework. 
Most of them are qualitative in nature and have reached a conclusion that 
audience interpret and use mass media actively. Basically, three main kinds of 
researches can be identified: 
One area of research looks into the experience of particular groups of 
readers. For example, Janice Radway's (1984) account of female empowerment 
brought about through reading romance novels. Sonia Livingstone (1994) 
examined audience discussion programmes and found the gender difference that 
women's moral judgment tend to be contextual, being immersed in the details of 
relationships and narratives. In contrast, men intellectualize to an inappropriate 
extent, denying the complex claims of interpersonal situational details. 
Valkenburg and Van Der Voort (1995) used quantitative analysis to investigate 
the relationship between the frequency with which children watch violent and 
nonviolent dramatic programs and their daydreaming styles. It found that a 
positive-intense daydreaming style was found to be stimulated by watching 
nonviolent dramatic programmes while an aggressive-heroic style was stimulated 
by watching violent dramatic programmes. Hamilton's (1995) project gave some 
ideas of the relationship between cultural representation and social practice. He 
looked at a wide range of representations and identities which circulated through 
different practices like photojournalism and shop window displays in order to 
find out the construction of Frenchness. He concluded that “as cultural 
constructions, such representations address us in the practices of everyday life 
even while calling our subjective sense of self and our fantasies....(all is related to 
social practices) -- whether reading newspapers and magazines, shopping for 
clothes..…are taking place within representation and are saturated with meanings 
and values which contribute to our sense ofwho we are." 
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The second area directs attention to the media use in a family context. 
Most of them apply ethnographic methods (see for examples, Silverstone 1991; 
Lull 1988). For instances, David Morley (1986) studied family television 
viewing practices and the exercise of domestic power in working class London. 
He looked into the gender differences in the television viewing patterns of the 
couples, thus linking the issue further to the “public” cultural context (gender 
ideology in society) and the "private" domestic context (domestic roles ofwomen 
in the families). According to Morley (1986), television viewing is strongly 
gendered, especially because of the relation with social power in the family. His 
study showed a clear pattem of difference between men and women in the power 
over the choice of viewing, in the amount and style of viewing, and in content 
preferences. For instance, women are less likely to plan viewing and more likely 
to do other things while viewing and to have content preferences related to their 
family and domestic roles. Another scholar, Lull (1980, 1988:198) examined the 
social uses of television. He asked how media, particularly television, play a 
central role in the methods which families and other social units employ in 
interactions normatively. He also has a particular volume concentrating on 
family television viewing in different cultures. Lemish (1987) used overt 
observation in her study of television viewing by infants and toddlers. She and 
her research fellows visited the homes of sixteen families and observed the 
viewing behavior of infants. len Ang (1991), also in family context research, 
argued the form of quantifiable knowledge required by television viewing is 
continually disrupted by the everyday practice of the audience like a sudden 
phone call or changing to another channel. 
The third perspective falls into the differences in cross-cultural reception 
ofthe same popular programme content by different cultural groups. Particularly 
typical work was the study into the television series Dallas. Liebes and Katz 
(1986,1993) published a particular book on the cross-cultural readings of Dallas 
called "The Export ofMeaning". They investigated the difference in readings of 
Dallas by Moroccans, Arabs, Russians, Israelis and Americans. They also 
discussed why Dallas failed in Japan. len Ang (1985) also analyzed Dutch 
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women's interpretations and their uses of Dallas. De Bens et al. (1989), followed 
the same line，demonstrating the diversity of response to Dallas and showed how 
open it is to different readings. But he added that the text itself did constrain its 
decodings. Decoding, therefore, is an interaction between the culture of the 
viewer and the culture ofthe producer. Later works also probed the differential 
reception of news (see for examples Gurevitch and Levy, 1986:132; Woodall, 
1986). 
So far, there is at least one major limitation of previous researches can be 
singled out -- most of the past researches aim at understanding the meaning of 
content received, the "readings" side of the audience, and media use in reality. 
However, few of them focus on how the meaning is activated or used in the 
context of social reality. It seems that the audience reception researches within 
the culturalist approach, while they try to create a link between culture, media and 
social reality, still overlook the actual "practices" (here I refer "practices" as the 
activation of the meaning ofmedia text) of people. The mediation perspective, to 
a large extend, can fill this gap, at least theoretically. Moreover, it seems to 
accord well with the audience reception research. 
Social Mediation - in public representation and private social practice: 
Social mediation is a process that ideology is made familiar and normal 
in routine social intercourse. It is the act of channeling social knowledge and 
cultural values through an institutional agency to an audience (0'Sullivan, 
1994:176). It holds that mass media's ideological representations are recognized, 
interpreted, edited, and used in audience members' social construction of daily 
life. The content of media is articulated and discussed by the public. Even trivial 
extracts from television commercials, news, entertainment programmes, and 
movies take on tremendous ideological force when they are circulated socially. 
This is exactly what John B. Thompson (1990) called the “discursive 
elaboration" of ideology. 
In this social interaction, the media representations, or surely in a wider 
sense cultural representation, are repeatedly recalled. That kind of recall is quite 
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spontaneous and natural because of the widespread familiarity and 
stereotypicality of the images. Mass media transmit highly selective images 
framed with ready-made viewpoints on many issues that lie outside most 
audience members' personal knowledge and experience (0'Sullivan, 1994:176; 
McQuail, 1994:65-7, 221-3, 259, 331). 
The mediation concept is essential because it refers to, in the 
communication domain, the mediation between media and social reality. It is 
also the mediation of social relations, facilitated by mass communication. Media 
involve the production ofknowledge. Such knowledge enables us to make some 
sense of our experience ofthe social world, even ifthe ‘taking of meaning’ occurs 
in relatively autonomous and very diversified ways. Mediation involves two 
main different processes. First, it refers to the reliance of second-hand (or third-
party) versions of events and conditions which we cannot directly observe by 
ourselves. For examples, we can see the happenings of accidents through 
television images without directly observing them. Second, it refers to the efforts 
of other actors and institutions in society to contact us for their own purposes. For 
example, support groups for the Chinese immigrants can call up a social 
movement that deserves news coverage. As a result, mediation is the indirect 
way in which we get our knowledge about or form our perceptions of groups 
and cultures to which we do not even belong. 
Mediation also implies some more personal forms of relationship. In fact, 
relationships which are mediated through mass media are likely to be more 
distant, more impersonal and weaker than direct personal ties. The mass media 
do not monopolize the flow of information we receive and do not intervene in all 
our wider social relations, but their presence is inevitably very pervasive. Early 
versions of the idea of "mediation of reality" were inclined to assume a division 
between a public terrain in which a widely shared view of reality was constructed 
by way of mass media messages, and a personal sphere, where individuals could 
communicate freely and directly (McQuail, 1994:65). 
How does social mediation work? 
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How does social mediation actually work? In fact, the information, 
images and ideas made available by the media may, for most people, be the main 
source of an awareness of a shared past time and of a present social location. 
They are also a store of memories and a map of where we are and who we are 
(identity) and may also provide the materials for orientation to the future. The 
media, to a large extent, constitute social reality and normality for purposes of a 
public, shared social life, and are a key source of standards, models and norms. 
We are very dependent on the media for a large part of our wider “symbolic 
environment" (the pictures in our heads), however much we may be able to shape 
our own personal version. The media are likely to forge the elements which are 
held in common with others. We now tend to share much the same media sources 
and "media culture". Without some degree of shared perception of reality, 
whatever its origin, there cannot really be an organized social life {ibid.). 
Similar ideas have been suggested by Joli Jensen (1990) in what he called 
"cultural-conversations". He argued that people routinely select and weave 
mediated, publicly available symbolic representations and discourses into the 
particular cultural discourses of their everyday lives (pp. 182). The power of 
publicly available representations lies in their sense of realism. As Lull (1995) 
has pointed out, when people refer to media images in everyday conversations, 
privileged ideological themes are once again articulated and socially validated. 
Furthermore, people choose, combine, and circulate media representations and 
other cultural forms in their everyday communicative interactions, and in doing 
so produce meaning and popularity. Reality is framed according to prior media 
representations and their underlying assumptions and analogs so that mediated 
imagery becomes the referent with which the "real world" is often compared, an 
analytical inversion and ideological reflections that carries enormous social 
implications (pp. 140). 
Mark Johnson (1987) and James Lull (1995) used another concept, 
imagination (by active audience), to illustrate the power of audience more 
concretely. He defined the power of imagination as the power of the mind to 
produce vivid images and scenarios. He said, “the imagination, which may seem 
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to be related only to our emotional and artistic impulses, our fantasies, and even 
to our most illogical thoughts, is also the means by which we conceptualize, 
structure, and schematize mental representations in perfectly rational ways. It is 
"absolutely central to human rationality (Lull, 1995:109).” Thus, imagination 
enables us to use our creative potential in service of our rational intentions. 
"Imagination is our capacity to organize mental representations (especially 
perceptions, images, and image schemata) into meaningful, coherent 
unites imagination is a pervasive structuring activity (Johnson, 1987:151, 
139)." 
The power of imagination not only lies in its creativity but also lies in its 
likely possibility of constituting reality. As Johnson argued "reality is perceived, 
interpreted, synthesized, and produced through the imagination." But of course, 
imagination is still subject to outside social influence like social rule, social 
principles etc. 
However, private involvement with structured public discourses ranges 
from willing compliance to radical resistance. Lull (1995) offered a good 
example about television programmes in China to illustrate this. It said Chinese 
Communist Party ideology is supported by a sizable proportion of the overall 
population, especially lesser educated people and rural dwellers. But still many 
other people firmly reject the didactic propaganda disseminated by state 
institutions, including the mass media. In the elaboration of social mediation, on 
the one hand, the mediated role of mass media is emphasized and confirmed; one 
the other hand, the power of the audience is also articulated. 
To incorporate various ideas, audiences are rarely totally passive because 
they have the power to imagine and the nature of meaning can be polysemic. The 
power ofimagination by the audience, plus the polysemy of media message come 
to the standpoint that meaning construction can be creative, expansive, and highly 
subjective. Meaning can be multiple and variable. Symbolic representations can 
be multisemic as well as polysemic. However, there is always a struggle between 
the forces of"polysemy" and "preferred readings" offered by the media text. The 
"polysemy" of media texts should be limited if the force of "preferred readings" 
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is strong. Before probing this concern, it should also look at the role ofmedia in 
facilitating the social mediation. 
The role of media 
Apart from the power of audience, social mediation is also built upon on 
the assumption of the power of media (Lull, 1995; Hall, 1985), so is audience 
reception analysis. Although audience reception analysis tends to empower the 
autonomy of audience, (it seems to simultaneously weaken the power of the 
media) media is still a vehicle in between. Most audience reception research 
emphasizes heavily the active interpretation of the audience, with little address to 
the power or the role of media. Basically, the media have the power of carrying 
ideological ideas, reinforcing ideas, and mirroring. 
Ideology carrier: 
The communication media are often felt to be a powerful source for the 
distribution of ideas and concepts about the social world. Critical studies, 
particularly within the Westem Marxist tradition, have tended to concentrate 
upon the way media content has shaped conscious beliefs and practices 
(Stevenson, 1995:87). Some ideological sets are elevated and amplified by the 
mass media, are given great legitimacy by them, and are distributed persuasively, 
often glamorously, to large audiences. In the process，selected constellations of 
ideas assume ever-increasing importance, reinforcing their original meanings and 
extending their social impact (Levy, 1991; Lull, 1995:4). 
The power of reinforcing: 
Repeated presentation of partisan ideological domains continues to 
"define" or "indicate" culture, particularly for people who are heavily exposed to 
the media. Because the media often interprets and synthesizes images in accord 
with the assumptions of the dominant ideology, they greatly influence how 
people make sense of even the most basic features of their societies. This 
includes societies' levels of violence, racial and gender composition and roles, 
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vocational expectations, and political alternatives (Gerbner and Gross, 1976; 
Gerbner, 1973). 
A mirror ofpart of the outside world and an information providerfor 
the audience: 
Mass media help to break down distances between the macrosocial and 
the microsocial. They bring public themes into private environments where they 
enter into, but at the same time, are influenced by local conditions, orientations, 
authorities, and practices (Lull, 1995:61). News is a clear example. As Anthony 
Giddens (1984) pointed out, “distant events may become as familiar as proximate 
influences, and integrated into frameworks of personal experience." The same 
can be applied to electronic media. Employing media imagery in the routine 
construction of interpersonal discourses of all kinds is a common social use of 
television. Media consumers' own interests, exercised within the circumstances 
and venues of reception (the endless microsocial contexts), greatly influence how 
media imagery is interpreted and used too (Lull, 1995:61). 
While the idea of social mediation and active audience have been 
established by many scholars, they seem to have at least one notable illusory 
drawback: on the one hand, it claims active audience and polysemic meaning; on 
the other hand, it claims mediation relying on mass media which has the power of 
transmitting ideological representation. This draw to the fuzzy and contradictory 
conclusion that both of the power of mediated media and active audience are 
confirmed simultaneously. The conclusion is fuzzy in the sense that: ifthe media 
is powerful, audiences should not be active; ifaudiences are active, the media 
should not be so powerful. 
Moreover, the "polysemy" of media text should be limited by the "power" 
of "preferred readings" embedded in the media text. Most media text has its 
"preferred readings", usually shaped by the producers and presented in certain 
ways. Ifthe force of"preferred readings" is strong, there should be little room for 
"polysemy". This may further affect the "activeness" of the audience in 
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interpreting the media text. In view of this, it is argued that audiences are active, 
but their "activeness" and "interpretations" can be limited by prevailing popular 
ideologies and "preferred readings" of media texts. 
Except for these loopholes in past researches, it has been shown that social 
mediation accords well with audience reception analysis, although each of them 
has its own emphasis. An overall idea behind is that, the subjectivity of the 
audience is constructed through its interaction with a variety of symbolic forms 
from the media and their actual experience. And these concerns are usually 
connected with their conceptions of culture. Apart from these theoretical 
perspectives, and to enter the topic of this paper, there are two more areas of 
concem - one is racism in media, and the second is the issue of domestic workers. 
2.2 Research into Racism and Biased Representation in the Media: 
Racism in the media seems to be a global tendency. It is largely rooted in 
the fact of "foreigness" and "distinctiveness". A number of critiques have been 
increasingly made for the demeaning images of ethnic groups and regional 
minorities. Here the assumption is that such groups suffer from the imposition of 
negative stereotypes - images which do not accurately represent their everyday 
realities and aspirations (Featherstone and Wemick, 1995). In Westem tradition, 
the typical strategy has linked to good feelings about American culture by 
encouraging the audience to laugh at the dramatized cultural and racial 
incompetence of foreigners, including Russians, blacks, Africans, Hispanics, and 
Chinese. Russians were frequent targets in the 1980s (Lull, 1995:12). For 
instance, in Wonsek's (1992) paper, he attempted to reveal the existence of 
racism in the United States mass media by examining many aspects oftelevision 
coverage ofl988 NCAA basketball games. He found images of the blacks were 
stereotyped and inferior. And these athletic contests were part of the white 
American cultural ideology which perpetuated itself by demeaning and 
stereotyping blacks via media images. Taylor et al. (1995) conducted a content 
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analysis of magazine advertisements to examine portrayals of African, Hispanic, 
and Asian Americans. Results indicated that Hispanic Americans were 
significantly underrepresented and portrayals of Asian Americans, as well as 
African Americans, reflected societal stereotypes. In Chen's (1996) analysis of 
the film “The Ballad of Little Jo", he argued that there was a ‘feminization’ of 
Asian men in the U.S. mass media which was obviously not the case in reality 
(see also Marchetti, 1993; Wu, 1982). In a similar field, Ma's study (1998) 
investigated the portrayal of Chinese mainlanders in Hong Kong's media. 
Instead ofconcentrating on media representations, he also linked the findings and 
interpretations with the cultural and political context. 
Similar phenomena have been found in the study of news. Bias in news 
content can refer, especially, to distorting reality, giving a negative picture of 
minority groups of many kinds (Shoemaker and Reese, 1991; Real, 1996). 
Minorities are differentially marginalized, ignored or stigmatized (Nader, 1995). 
Research and scholars' papers tend to give a generalization that ethnic minorities 
have tended to be in lower-status or dubious social roles (McQuail, 1994). For 
instances, Novak (1990), in his study of blacks in the United States, concluded 
that "the media tend to concentrate on the minority of young black males who 
commit a disproportionately large percentage of urban crimes. But the majority 
of young black men are employed, in school, or serving in the armed forces". 
Similarly, Joes (1994) found that news coverage in the United States is involved 
in what he called "media bias". It often gives racial and ethnic minorities a 
criminal face (see also Guinier, 1994; Cranberg et al., 1994; Rapping, 1993; 
Katz, 1992). 
2.3 Researches on Domestic Workers 
Another concem of this paper is research into domestic workers. There 
are a number of local and overseas researches in this area. 
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Employment of domestic workers has also been found in countries other 
than Hong Kong. Some of the studies are of practical concerns, like domestic 
workers' rights, social legislation, and possible reforms for their rights (Palmer, 
1969; Medel-Anonueva et al., 1989; Geertje Lycklama，1989; Harley, 1990). 
Others highlight the troublesome interaction between domestic workers and their 
employers. Most studies confirmed that the interpersonal relationship between 
the two parties is characterized by domination and subservience. Regardless of 
time, cultural background, and geographical area, domestic service tends to 
involve a problematic relationship (Gill,1990; Hansen,1990; Bames, 1993; 
Rushton, 1991). Rushton (1991) gave a factual description of the domestic 
conflict in the pre-industrial economy ofNortheast England by analyzing related 
court cases. Race is probably one of the factors for problematic relationship as 
most of the domestic workers were women of colour, and their employers were 
whites (see also for examples Bames, 1993 and Palmer, 1969; Dill, 1988). 
Bames (1993) used an ethnographic approach to describe the relationship 
between white mistresses and African-American domestic workers. Gill (1990) 
used in-depth interviews and reviewed the court cases between 1930 and 1948 to 
look at domestic worker-employer relations in La Paz. She managed to trace out 
the conflict and ambiguity between the two parties. She also touched on the 
housewife's role in a family after getting a maid, and how this contributed to her 
problematic relations with the maid. Hansen (1990) attributed such conflict to 
the asymmetrical relationship between domination and subordination with an 
interactive notion of power in which autonomy is counterpoised to dependence. 
She used participant observation to observe everyday trials between maids and 
madams. On the employers' side, they tried every means to keep their distance 
with their servants. She tried to find out why did this unequal relationship occur. 
Rollins (1985), an African American woman, used participant observation and 
worked for seven months as a domestic worker. She investigated the 
interpersonal relations between domestic employers and employees. She found 
white women got angry when domestics did not clean properly. They tended to 
view live-ins as children and sometimes invisible. 
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For Hong Kong, there is little research about domestic workers. Nearly all 
research about foreign domestic workers are related to Filipino domestic helpers, 
because of their numbers here. Unlike research written for other countries as 
mentioned above, they rarely deal with the interactions between employers and 
maids. They also seldom touched on the employers' point of view. 
The earliest comprehensive work was done by Carolyn French (1986). In 
her article, the sociodemographic characteristics and working conditions were 
depicted. Moreover, it also touched on the Filipino domestic workers' 
relationship to Hong Kong. Three insights were made: 
1. As temporary contract workers, Filipinos develop very little identity 
with Hong Kong and with the values of the host population. Thus very few have 
Chinese friends or would be prepared to date or marry a local man....Filipinos 
reported that they did not feel very comfortable in all Chinese groups, although 
the language barrier was an important factor here. 
2. The attitudes ofFilipinos to Hong Kong remain similarly neutral. Only 
a minority read local, English language papers or are interested in programmes 
about local affairs. 
3. Generally these women feel that they are ignored or looked down upon 
by the local population. They are often not allowed in hotel lavatories or lobbies, 
which are open to the general public, and are often asked to leave shops or market 
stalls....only a minority ofFilipinos felt that they were involved in the way of life 
in Hong Kong and most did not expect to be. They remain a tightly-knit ethnic 
minority group whose goals and values differ from the host population (see also 
Medel-Anonueva, 1989:162-169). 
French's research findings were later followed up by Lane (1992) who 
conducted 201 interviews with Filipino domestic helpers in the Statue Square and 
Star Ferry area of Hong Kong. She found that many Filipino domestic workers 
were in fact vulnerable. Although 49.3% of her sample said they did not have 
problems, others pointed to loneliness, long hours, harsh employers, poor 
accommodation and difficulty in communication. 
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McGum (1994b), from a more macro and societal angle, gave an account 
for the domestic labour trade from the Philippines to Hong Kong. The main 
force, suggested by McGum, is the chronicled economic development between 
the two places. He claimed that for more than forty years, successive Philippine 
governments had enacted protectionist laws that discouraged foreign investment, 
concentrated wealth in fewer hands, and drastically diminished the standard of 
living for most Filipinos. As a result, more and more Filipino women, many of 
whom have college degrees, have been forced to travel to Hong Kong and labour 
as maids. In Hong Kong, meanwhile, stupendous wealth and high living 
standards have forced Hong Kong women into the workforce, at the cost of 
giving up child care responsibility. 
Another studies by Ohashi (1986)，Groves (1993), Chang and Groves 
(1995), were qualitative in nature and their data were obtained mainly from 
personal constant interaction with a small group of Filipino domestic workers 
during Sundays and public holidays. They reached similar findings and 
discovered that Filipino domestic workers in Hong Kong had developed a 
“culture of control”，which emerged out of strategies to deal with prejudice and 
constraints they encountered in their daily lives. 
Apart from this line of research, other focuses can also be identified. 
Nicole Constable (1996) compared the Chinese maids with Filipino domestic 
workers in Hong Kong. She concluded that "traditional Chinese maids, 
especially the Muijai were preferred to Filipino domestic workers by most ofthe 
Hong Kong Chinese families." The findings were based on several reasons: First, 
foreign workers are often thought to exhibit a lack of discipline. Second, cultural 
differences exist between Chinese employers and Filipino workers, including 
different food, language, and child-rearing habits. Third, some employers expect 
foreign domestic workers to be as subservient as muijai on the one hand, and as 
"wholeheartedly" and dedicated to the household as sohei on the other hand. 
Veronica Pearson (1996) found that the relationship between Hong Kong 
employers and their maids is characterized by ambivalence. On the one hand, 
employers knew that they cannot maintain their lifestyles without the help of a 
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maid. Thus, they were wholly dependent on their maids. One the other hand, it 
meant having to tolerate an outsider in the usually intensely private domain ofthe 
Chinese household. 
Similar to what has happened in other countries，Filipino domestic 
worker-employer relationships in Hong Kong are problematic and negative. Past 
researches has been attributed this to the cultural difference, race and class. As 
temporary workers, Filipino workers have little identity with Hong Kong. They 
are not prepared to acculturate themselves or being acculturated (French, 1986; 
McGum, 1994a). 
2.4 Limitations of Past Researches 
All in all, past literature has given a concrete framework and useful 
insights in the areas of cultural representations, reading practices of audiences, 
the operation of media, the nature of media text and the power of audience. 
However, there are some inadequacies of the past literature: 
First, communication research has long had an arena for the depiction of 
certain groups in society. Those helpless, lower class, social deviant group (like 
gays and lesbians), racial minority (especially the aged and women) are the 
targets of studies (see for examples, Bazzini, 1997; Glasser, 1997; Tuchman, 
1978; Van Gelder, 1992). Abundant researches convey the same idea that their 
depiction is a negative one. The depiction of those groups tend to be 
"underrepresented, unattractive, unfriendly, unintelligent and dangerous." 
However, there is no comprehensive research on the Filipino domestic workers in 
Hong Kong in the media domain. 
Second, past theoretical perspectives on reception researches have 
generally committed to a notable illusory drawback: the fuzzy and contradictory 
conclusion that both of the power of mediated media and active audience are 
confirmed simultaneously. The conclusion is fuzzy in the sense that: if media is 
powerful, audience should not be active; if the audience is active, media should 
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not be so powerful. It is still unclear that whether the audience is active or active 
audience is influenced by the mass media. 
Third, following the second argument, is about the uncertainty on the limit 
of "polysemy" of media texts. Contemporary audience reception research, like 
the idea of new audience research have successfully refuted the early view of a 
“passive，defenseless" audience. The notion of "polysemy" has been established 
through the works by forerunners scholars like Stuart Hall and David Morley. 
However, there has not been much investigations into the nature of "polysemy". 
There should probably be a struggle between the forces of "polysemy" and 
"preferred readings" of media text. In a wider sense, the forces of"polysemy" of 
media text may further be weakened (or strengthened) by dominant popular 
ideologies, social conditions or cultural norms. Although some ideas have 
claimed that the polysemy of media text is constrained by the form of media 
technology and the media text's presentation, the limit of "polysemy" is still not 
clear. In other words, the limit of the "activeness" of the audience is also not 
clear. Are audience active without any limit or boundary? Or, are audiences 
active, but within the boundary of the dominant ideology? 
Fourth, most researches concentrated on how audiences really "read" 
media content rather than how people “bring” their "meanings from reading" into 
a real life situation. It is the objective of this paper to link the cultural 
representation and social practices, with regard to the cultural context ofFilipino 
domestic workers in Hong Kong, to see how the two interplay. It is also the 
paper's objective to give a better understanding ofsocial life. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 
The paper is an exploratory study of the social practices of Hong Kong 
employers towards their Filipino domestic helpers, with reference to the cultural 
representations of Filipino domestic workers in Hong Kong. The question it 
explores are three-fold: (a) What are the cultural representations of Filipino 
domestic helpers in Hong Kong? (b) How do these cultural representations 
interplay and interact with the social practices ofHong Kong employers towards 
their maids. (c) Under what socio-historical context does the cultural 
representations ofFilipino domestic helpers take place, and the social practices of 
employers carried out? And how did the socio-historical circumstances relate to 
Hong Kong people's sentiments towards Filipino domestic workers. 
In answering these three questions, textual analysis of media content and 
related documents as well as in-depth interviews are used. The essence of 
methodology is described as below: 
1 
3.1 Textual Analysis of the Cultural Representations 
Textual analysis is applied to illustrate the cultural representation of 
Filipino maids, which is used to describe and interpret the characteristics of a 
recorded or visual message, to describe the content, structure and functions ofthe 
messages contained in texts and to locate the meaning of the text. The text, 
should not be regarded as a closed, segmented object with determinate, composite 
meanings, but rather as an indeterminate field of meaning in which intentions and 
possible effects intersect. The task of the analyst is to bring out the whole range 
of possible meanings, not least the "hidden" message of the text (Larsen, 1991; 
Freyetal., 1991). 
What is our "shared knowledge" about Filipino maids? In fact, such 
"shared knowledge" or “shared meaning" is located in the wider socio-cultural 
context, as suggested in the conceptualization of "cultural representation" in 
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Chapter one. Part of the cultural representation is shaped from a more "basic" 
and "concrete" background of the Filipino maids. This includes their social class, 
race and gender. For examples, they are generally the lower class in the 
Philippines and most of them are females. In Chinese culture, females migrating 
aboard for supporting their family implies the "inability of their male 
counterparts" and the seriously poor condition of their country. Part of our 
“shared knowledge" towards the Filipino helpers, on the other hand, has been 
come from the media and other forms of cultural productions like books and 
television series. 
For systematic analysis, the part of "cultural representation of Filipino 
domestic helpers in Hong Kong" is treated in three dimensions: (1) The first 
dimension concentrates on their media images of Filipino domestic workers. 
This part solely deals with their portrayals and representations of Filipino 
domestic workers in Hong Kong's media. It is generally a public impression 
created to appeal to the audience (0'Sullivan et al., 1994:144). Media images can 
be viewed in various forms like pictures, photographs, written form or musical 
form. A number of themes are identified by grouping certain media portrayals 
with the same theme. (2) The second dimension is the general sentiments of 
Hong Kong people towards Filipino maids, as shown in certain social protests 
and issues, initiated by the Hong Kong people and targeting the Filipinos. By 
analyzing the causes, courses, treatments and actions taken in the social protests, 
we can know the public's sentiments towards the group of Filipino domestic 
helpers in general. In which, the sentiments and reactions are mostly shaped by 
Hong Kong public's cultural belief, historical and social knowledge about foreign 
domestic maids and even comparison with past Chinese maids. Information of 
this aspect is gathered from related documents and related news report. (3) The 
third dimension (a relatively more subtle way of illustrating cultural 
representations) is the collective social practices (doings, actions and sayings) of 
Hong Kong general public towards Filipino domestic helpers at societal level. 
This dimension particularly looks at what collective actions have been done to 
this particular minority group. Those collective social practices are regarded as a 
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kind of cultural representations because from those practices, they reflect how 
Filipino helpers are seen in Hong Kong people's mind. 
Selection of texts: 
A general picture of their cultural representations over the past ten years 
are briefly discussed, with more emphasis on the recent three years' 
representations. 
Both “soft，，media content like drama, television serials and films and 
"hard" content like hard news, with Filipino domestic helpers as the main figures, 
are targets of analysis. They were collected from mainstream media and dated 
within the period ofJanuary, 1995 to February, 1998. A total of240 news articles 
are analyzed, of which 113 are come from English newspapers^ while 127 are 
come from Chinese newspapers.^ A total of 17 articles are from magazines and 
14 advertisements from employment agencies for Filipino domestic workers are 
picked up from those magazines as well. Apart from the print media, one local 
film and one television comedy called "Maria" with a Filipino domestic worker 
as the main figure, is looked into, and one current affair television programme 
^ 
with the topic of Filipino domestic workers produced by Radio Television of 
Hong Kong is also analyzed. Generally, Filipino domestic helpers have been 
rarely depicted in “soft” media like movies and television serials, compared with 
their coverage in "hard" news. The television serial "Maria" is believed to be the 
most widely known and recognized television programme with a Filipino maid as 
the main figure. It was first produced and broadcast ten years ago and re-
produced and broadcast again in late 1997. Although the sample is not 
exhaustive, all the media texts are collected from mainstream media with certain 
popularity. Moreover, the range of selection of newspapers and magazines is 
wide enough to depict the mainstream mediated representations of Filipino 
2 Number of news articles from English newspapers: South China Moming Post (49); Eastem Express 
(13); Hong Kong Standard (51). 
3 Number of news articles from Chinese newspapers: Apple Daily (25); Ming Pao (44); Oriental 
Daily (17); Express News (3); Daily News (7); Hong Kong Economic Joumal (11); Tin Tin Daily (6); 
Sing Tao Daily (7); Tai Kung Pao (2); Shing Pao (3); Commercial Daily (1); Wen Wen Pao (1). 
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domestic helpers in Hong Kong. The sample, though not exhaustive, is 
representative enough to portray mainstream media image of Filipino domestic 
workers. 
3.2 In-depth Interviews 
In-depth interview is used for investigating the social practices of Hong 
Kong employers. This part of study is similar to the "family research" practiced 
by sociologists. As sociologist Daly (1992) once concluded: "several 
characteristics reflect the unique nature of families as social groups: privacy, a 
collective consciousness that is not readily available to non-family members; 
relationships rooted in blood ties, adoption contract, or marriage and intended to 
be permanent; shared traditions; intense involvement, ranging from the most 
violent to the most intimate; and a collage of individual interests, experiences and 
qualities. Qualitative methods are particularly amenable to the study of this 
unique social group." (See also Day et al., 1995) 
Interviews Approach and Interview Questions 
The primary issue of qualitative research is to generate data which gives 
an insight into people's experiences. The main ways to achieve this are 
unstructured, open-ended interviews usually based upon prior, in-depth 
participant observation (Oakley, 1981). 
The in-depth interviews in the present study are semi-structured. 
Interviewees are allowed to unfold their own pattern. Except for a few basic 
questions and some general guidelines, the interviewer was free to proceed 
according to the information provided by the respondents. The researcher could 
dwell at considerable length at some points he considered significant while 
neglecting others he / she thought otherwise. The interviews are topically guided, 
yet informal in tone and style, and in some respects, conversations are free 
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flowing. An approximate as much as possible a chat between friends (Burgess, 
1984; Daly et al., 1992; Hyman, 1954; Lofland, 1995) has been achieved. 
The interview consists of a series of questions and follow-up probes 
designed to encourage respondents to reconstruct and reflect on early memories, 
significant life events in dealing with their Filipino maids, tuming points (hiring 
and firing of Filipino maids), and family experiences. Specific questions 
concerning family structure, gender role, working schedule, and family rules 
were asked. Each informant was asked the same general questions so that 
comparable data would be available across cases. The interviewees clearly 
i 
understood that the interviews were audio-taped but strictly confidential. The i 
core questions include: the employer's style of supervising the maid's work; the \ 
employers' action towards the maids; the employer's reaction towards the maids' 
wrongdoing; whether the employer is suspicious of the maid or not; how 
employers make reference with media content about Filipino domestic helpers 
(see Appendix I). 
Selection of Informants 
/ 
The sample of informants was one of convenience, selected from a 
personal network and further extended by referrals. As the networking 
developed, samples were screened to achieve a theoretically significant 
distribution. A certain proportion of lower income class, white collar employees 
and those more affluent were selected. The proportion is roughly the same as the 
ratio of Hong Kong families which employ Filipino domestic servants by 
different social class.^ It is a kind of theoretical sampling frame -- a sample that is 
guided by the researcher's developing theory (Daly et al., 1992:302). This study 
is exploratory in nature and does not go for a randomized sample for a high level 
of generalizability. However, it tried to map out a more thorough picture for the 
4 According to government statistics, percentage of family which employ Filipino domestic helpers 
are: lower class accounted for 2.7 percent; lower-upper class accounted for 28.2 percent; middle and 
professional class accounted for 55 percent; and the affluent class accounted for 3.9 percent (Statistics 
from Immigration Department, 1993). In the present study, about one percent came from the lower 
class; 2.7 percent from lower-upper class; 45 percent from middle and professional class; and 18 
percent from the affluent class. 
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study. Here, I employed two strategies to achieve this end: First, the majority of 
the respondents come from the middle class (as the middle and professional class 
has employed the greatest number of domestic maids in Hong Kong). Second, 
negative case analysis (Bogdan and Taylor, 1984) and boundary case are used to 
maximize the comparative sensitivity of the study. In the present study, one case 
featured tense arguments between the Filipino maid and her employers. On the 
other hand, there is a case in which a good and friendly relationship is found. 
All of the subjects had been employed the Filipino maids for at least six 
months. This was to guarantee an adequate time period for social practices (at j 
i 
least some) to be carried out, and probably let the cultural representations of ! 
Filipino maids be more "naturalized" in the respondents' mentality (after the ； 
I 
maid has entered into the family for a certain period of time). One special case » 
was closely followed up, in which, the researcher followed the responses from the | i ；! 
subjects at the time before they decided to hire a maid, and after they lived with | 
the maid for two months. ！ 
:i •I i( 
The unit of analysis is the employer. Both sexes (husband and wife) are '\, 
j 
the targets for interviews. As Saffilos-Rothschild (1969) wamed, women are | 
often sources for explaining families' realities. Although these spokespersons 
can serve as key informants, they also act as gatekeepers in the presentation of 
family images. Therefore, in this study, all interviews have been taken 
individually (except one couple who expressed difficulties in scheduling 
individual interviews). This is to avoid a partner's definition of reality to be 
continually correlated with the definition of the other, thus keeping the 
"backstage behavior" (Goffman, 1959) aside. It also minimizes the potential for 
conflictual and embarrassing issues and allows the analysis ofresults from gender 
perspectives. The major drawback of this kind of individual interviews is the 
impossibility of spouses to jog one another's memory. Such drawbacks may 
affect reliability and validity as spouses interviewed together tend to keep each 
other honest (Daly, 1992). In this regard, special issues and feelings mentioned 





The interviews of the study involved ten women and six of their husbands, 
thus comprising ten families. All male respondents are engaged in full-time paid 
work. Eight female respondents were full-time workers while two were home-
makers. All respondents were married and had between one to three children, 
except in one case that the couple, baby had not yet bom. More than half ofthe 
children were under ten. 
！ 
The mean age of the sample was 34 for husbands and 32 for wives. The 
couples had hired their current maid for a mean average of two-and-half-years. 
The sample was all Hong Kong Chinese, with above-average levels of education 
and occupational status. For example, two-third of the respondents had ； 
qualifications above Form Five. Corresponding to this education attainment, half 
of the husbands and half of the wives held professional or managerial positions i 
(see table in Appendix II). ！ 
,; ;i 5 
,\ 
I 
3.3 Contextualization of the Study 
The study is contextualized in Hong Kong by giving a socio-historical 
analysis of the coming ofFilipino domestic workers. 
Contextualization is a vital dimension of interpretive studies. Clifford and 
Carey (1980), in their elaboration on "the logic and aims of qualitative research" 
have this: researchers attempting to bring out all the distinctive elements ofthe 
case being studied must become masters of context. Because symbols carry 
meaning invested by the situation, environments become crucial for proper 
understanding. In this view, meaning is not determined by statistical indexes of 
external behavior, but by context (pp. 362). 
Apart from the general contemporary context, the historical context 
should also be looked into because: "Immediate and wider context are obvious 
boundaries, but historical contexts deserve attention also. Qualitative research, 
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serious about establishing historical frameworks, assumes that every event and 
image are historically concrete {ibid., pp. 365).’’ 
Instead of just having the immediate contemporary context, the present 
study has the socio-historical analysis ofthe arrival ofFilipino maids in order to 
contextualize the present study. The analysis started from describing the 
transition from Chinese domestic servants to Filipino domestic servants. In 
which, the social factors that caused this change are identified. Then, it touches 
on the contemporary social background of Filipino domestic helpers and their 
working conditions in Hong Kong. As a kind of contextualization of the present 
study, it constantly makes references to certain incidents that possibly impact on 











Chapter Four: A Socio-historical Analysis of the 
Coming of Filipino Maids in Hong Kong 
It is the aim ofthis chapter to contextualize the present study and to locate 
it in a particular Chinese cultural context. It is believed that the historical 
background and circumstances ofFilipino maids are related to, at least indirectly 
and partly, Hong Kong people's sentiments towards them. 
Before Filipino Maids — Chinese Domestic Servants from 1910s: 
In Hong Kong, there have been many different types of domestic workers : 
-males and females; free and “bom” servants; Chinese and foreign etc. (Sankar, : 
1978). In the 1910s, families which were "qualified" to hire domestic servants 
were headed by high ranking government officials and rich families. Most of 
them were retired officials of the Qing government (in Qing Dynasty) or wealthy ； 
businessmen. There was no standard monthly salary for domestic servants at that | 
I 
time. Generally, those who worked for wealthy families could eam three Hong 
Kong dollars. Those who worked for middle-class would eam from two dollars 
to two dollars and fifty cents. At that time, four dollars was enough for the 
monthly living expenses ofone person (Lee, 1996:3-7). 
In the 19th century, Chinese and European households employed mainly 
male servants to do the laundry, cleaning, cooking, gardening, running errands 
and pulling rickshaws (Sankar, 1978b). By the early 20th century, there was a 
what Constable (1996) called "feminization of housework”，as men shifted to 
work as manual labour, builders, and porters. 
In the 1910s and 1920s, although the cost ofhiring domestic workers was 
quite low, qualified households were still very limited. This phenomenon existed 
until the 1930s. Domestic servants were generally seen in high-class residential 
districts like Mid-levels, Happy Valley, Prince Edward Road and Kowloon Tong. 
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There were mainly two specific types of Chinese women domestic 
workers in Hong Kong's history namely "muijaf,(妹仔)，(Its literal meaning is 
"little younger sister" or "little maid". It is a type ofbondservant.) and "soheF 
(梳起)(It literally means "to comb up".^ It is a type of spinster amah). Mujai 
were usually "bought" by their masters or mistresses when they were about eight 
years old.^ She was treated as ifshe "belonged" to her master. However, after a 
limited duration, she would be married off and become entirely free (Watson, 
1991:240). Sohei (also known as mahjeh (MM) ), on the other hand, were 
"swom spinsters" and were paid to do the housework. They were mostly come | 
• j 
from the silk-producing region of Guangdong. Most of them became domestic I 
servants by 1920s because of the decline of the silk industry (Sankar, 1978). 
At that time, most of the domestic servants were Chinese “muijaf, and 
！ 
“sohei,,. They were best known for their hard work, loyalty and i 
？ 
! 
professionalism and served as a kind of "model" domestic servant. In fact, 
there is a little difference between muijai and sohei. As mentioned before, muijai \ 
'> 
i 
was "bought" by their masters and seemed to be “belonged” to their masters. ； 
I 
They usually had strong devotion to the family they worked for, as there was no f 
other "family" for them to rely on. However, sohei were paid to do thejob. Their 
relationship with their masters, strictly speaking, was a contractual, employer-
employee one. Despite such differences, usually both of them had strong 
devotion to the family they worked for. Both ofthem were traditionally thought 
as loyal, honest and responsible. Depicted in the old black-and-white films, there 
was nearly no distinction made between mujai and sohei(mahjei). Their loyal 
image was in fact related to some Chinese custom rituals. The Chinese notion of 
“to comb up, not to marry"(梳起不嫁)implies Chinese virtue that reinforces the 
images of Chinese servants as loyal, virgin-like, clean, and morally well-
5 To comb up means fixing one's hair into a bun. It was a reference to the hairdressing ceremony in 
which women decided to become swom spinsters. 
6 Muijai were mostly come from extremely poor rural families and had been sold to temporary 
servitude, at the age of eight or nine, by their parents or relatives. When they reached late teens or 
early twenties, they were allowed to marry off. Most of the time, their masters / mistresses had the 
right to arrange her marriage. But some them were too loyal to their masters that they declared to stay 
with her masters / mistresses for whole life (Constable, 1996:462). 
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behaved. They seemed to be wholeheartedly devoted to their masters and 
were not prepared to look for another family, either to work for or to marry 
with. In the past, an unmarried girl was signified by wearing a plait or pigtail 
while married woman wom a bun (髻).However, women from “Shun de,, 
province (1頃德県系）had a special ritual - they made a plait and then did a bun (先 
辮而髻).Such a practice represented they had made up their mind to be single 
and not marry in their entire life. That came a well-known Chinese idiom of “to 
comb up, not to marry"(梳起不嫁). 
Among them, Chinese maids from “Shun de,, province ()51德縣)were 
mostly welcomed. Actually, they worked as domestic maids not because of 
poverty. Indeed, they were rich and carefree from eaming a living before they 
became the maids. Their life change was due to the decline of the silk industry in 
“Shun de,, province. "Shun de,, girls, also known as silk girls, made their living 
by making silk before. They did not rely on husbands for survival and so were 
not eager to marry. Most of them were carefree. They liked chatting about 
cooking with each other in their spare time. Most of them, therefore, were good 
cooks. From 1930s, when the silk industries declined, these girls gradually went 
to Gaungzhou and Hong Kong to become domestic servants. As they were 
generally good at cooking, they were liked by many upper-class families. That 
made domestic servants from “Shun de” valuable. 
On gth December, 1941, the Pacific War broke out. Japanese troops 
marched into Hong Kong. From that time, the life of Chinese domestic workers 
changed a lot. During the war, many domestic servants lived together for the rest 
of their lives. 
After Hong Kong's recovery from war by the late 1950s, the economy 
flourished again. Many rich families started to hire domestic servants. However, 
industrialization forced Hong Kong women to enter the workforce. Most of 
them became unwilling to work as domestic servants. With the decrease supply 
of Chinese domeatic servants and an increasing demand for them from the 
working class, the remaining Chinese domestic servants became "very selective 
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about the duties" they would perform. A newspaper editorial from the early 
1970s complained that Chinese servants refused to wash windows and polish 
floors. They had generally become "money-grabbing, unscrupulous and 
downright difficult" (Constable, 1996:453-454). At that time, there was a 
prevailing story about employing a domestic servant: "when a young Chinese 
domestic maid was going to look around her employers' apartment, she asked not 
only her bedroom's size, but also asked for whether she would get a television set 
(Lee, 1996).” 
In view of this, foreign domestic helper became an attractive alternative. 
Starting from the Sixties, the first group of imported foreign domestic workers 
came from the Philippines and could speak fluent English. 
From Chinese Servants to Foreign Domestic Helpers: 
Migration theory often identifies "push" factors (push the migrants 
outwards from the country of origin) and "pull" factors (pull them to the country 
^ 
ofdestination) (Lycklama, 1989:21-50; Schiller et al., 1992). ^ n d the search by 
Filipino women forjobs abroad coincided with the shortage of domestic helpers 
in Hong Kong.�Therefore, the background to their migrating for jobs can be 
explained in two levels - pull and push levels: 
� At pull level 
In the past, the hiring of domestic helpers for household work was limited 
to high-class households. By 1960s, most of the affluent households still 
employed Chinese women domestic workers like “muijaf, and “sohei”. 
During the early 1970s, there were only a few hundred foreign domestic 
helpers in Hong Kong and most of them were employed by English-speaking 
expatriate families7 By the end of the decade, their numbers began to increase 
7 As early as 1950s, Chinese domestic servants who could speak English were rare. Foreigners who 
worked in Hong Kong asked the Government to permit them to hire foreign domestic servants. 
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rapidly. As Hong Kong's manufacturing economy expanded in the 1960s and 
1970s, Chinese women who had worked as amahs shifted to factory work. 
Meanwhile, new service-sector jobs attracted educated women into the paid 
workforce. While the number of amahs decreased because of old age, retirement 
and other work opportunities, the demand for household workers continued to 
increase (Constable, 1996:457). Moreover, women who working outside meant 
they could afford domestic helpers. 
From the 1980s, women had more opportunities for an education and 
they actively participated in the workforce. Since 1971, primary level 
education has been compulsory for all. In 1978, secondary level education was 
also made compulsory (Pearson, 1996). As a result, women's roles in the family 
changed. They were not only the housewife, but also the wage-eamer in the 
family. Families which looked for domestic helpers were not confined only to the 
affluent. The female employers, moreover, were not limited to “sMo ni naf,(少 
奶奶)~ mistress who was rich enough, usually relying on her husband's wealth, 
who needed not work outside for a living. In fact, families which employed 
domestic servants also spread to middle working-class and female employers 
who were working women as well. According to Census Statistics of 1986, 51.2 
percent of the female population were active in the labour force, which was an 
increase from the 1976 level of 43.6 percent. Meanwhile, the women went out to 
• 8 
work at the cost of giving up childcare responsibilities and household duties. 
Moreover, the increasing trend of nuclear families^, the high accommodation 
expenses, the high living standards, and the scarcity of child-care services 
centres, contributed to the difficulty of grandmothers being the child carers 
(Martin, 1997). In view of these, by early the 1980s, ^^ish^ti^n was also 
passed to allow other foreign workers to enter the colony on short-term 
8 In early 1980s, the most significant daytime carers for children whose mothers are out at work were 
grandmothers. Forty percent of children in the sample was cared for by matemal or patemal 
grandmothers in comparison with sixteen percent who went to a nursery. In the professional group, 
twenty-one percent of children were looked after by domestic maids, both Chinese and foreign 
(Pearson, 1996). 
9 According to Census and Statistics Department, there were approximately 63 percent of families in 
Hong Kong were nuclear families in 1960s. For 1970s, the percentage has risen to 73.5 percent 
(Wong, 1990). 
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contracts to work as full-time, live-in domestic workers. Their wages were set 
below those of local workers by the Government in order to protect local labour. 
All these drive for the import of foreign domestic workers, including those 
from the Philippines, Thailand, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India, and Nepal. They 
were officially called by the Labour and Immigration departments. Among them, 
Filipino domestic workers accounted for the majority. Their "Westem" 
education and culture, plus their proficiency in English, were welcomed by most 
young and middle-aged Hong Kong people who aspired many Westem ideas 
(Constable, 1996:454). By 1996, the number of Filipino domestic helpers had 
reached 127,226 while those from the other areas accounted for about 20,000 
(Source: Hong Kong 1997 Annual Report) (See also Appendix III). Since then, 
Chinese servants, “muijaf, and “sohei” had become part of the Hong Kong 
history. What we can see nowadays are groups of non-Chinese domestic servants 
from different Asian countries. 
In fact, Hong Kong was one of the top work destinations for Filipino 
domestic workers for several reasons: Geographically, it is near to their home. 
Culturally, the difference is not so great, compared with Westem countries. 
Linguistically, they generally can communicate with Hong Kong people in 
English. Salary-wise, Hong Kong offers a relatively higher pay when compared 
with other Asian countries， 
The following description proves the popularity of Hong Kong as a 
working place: 
"Filipino overseas workers face the "3Ds" in the workplace: dirty, difficult, 
and dangerous. Contract violations are rampant. The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is 
said to be the most dangerous country for them. An estimated of 35,000 Filipino 
overseas workers are abused annually. This includes contract substitution, 
maltreatment, non payment of salaries, physical beatings, sexual harassment, and 
rape. (The Philippines) Government lists Singapore, Malaysia, Saipan (in the US 
Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands), the United Arab Emirates, 
Kuwait, Libya, and Saudi Arabia (particularly the cities of Jeddah and Riyadh) as 
having the greatest number of reported cases of arrest of their Filipino overseas 
contract helpers, of abuses committed against them, and of disputes between 
10 According to Government statistics, the salary for Filipino domestic helper offered by Hong Kong 
is HK$3,860 (US$496). Malaysia offers HK$l,554 (US$200). Singapore offers HK$l,950 
(US$250). Middle East offers HK$l,554 (US$200) (Note: applicable in 1997-98). 
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Filipinos and their employers. (Sources: The Mission for Filipino Migrant Workers 
(MFMW) Database, 1995)." 
(B) At push level 
Filipinos have undergone a global diaspora making the Philippines the 
number one exporter of labour in the world. The 1996 annual report of The 
Mission for Filipino Migrant Workers cited this: "Filipinos continue to swarm to 
various workplaces aboard for livelihood that the Philippine Government cannot 
provide." The phenomenon of this migration pattem also reflects the inequality 
between rich and poor nations. Poverty caused by an iniquitous social and 
political system has practically driven Filipinos abroad. Rampant unemployment 
despite the Government's constant claim thousands of jobs created remains as 
high as 8.4% as in October 1994. Underemployment, on the other hand, 
registered 20.9% during the same period. Inflation continues to eat up workers' 
wage. It is no wonder that 76% ofPhilippine population live below the poverty 
line (Source: The Mission for Filipino Migrant Workers (MFMW) Database, 
1995)." 
Directly speaking, the high salary offered by overseas countries is a pull 
factor while the general low salary level offered at home is the push factor. For 
example，the monthly salary for Filipina at home at managerial grade is only 
HK$300 (US$39)’ while about HK$800 (US$104) for a headmaster in high 
school. Compared with the present HK$3,860 (US$500) monthly salary for 
being domestic helpers in Hong Kong (and free food or food allowance is also 
provided by the employer as is a retum flight home every two years and free 
medical care), most of the Filipina are actually unwilling to stay at home (ibid). 
Hong Kong people are generally acknowledge the poor economic and 
the corrupt political conditions of the Philippines. The image of the 
Philippines Government has been characterized by "corruption，，and 
"inability". However, the social background of Filipino maids in Hong Kong 
surprises some Hong Kong people. 
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Social background of Filipino maids in Hong Kong: 
Unlike most of the Chinese mujai and sohei who came from the poor 
families, most of the Filipino maids actually do not come from the poorest sector 
of the Philippines (French, 1986a). Many Filipino domestic workers are 
educated, who come from families that might be considered the social equals of 
their Hong Kong employers. 
The education profiles ofthe Filipino domestic helpers show that forty to 
fifty percent were former school teachers and medical workers. Most of them 
speak English had at least finished their high school education. Their educational 
attainments are generally quite high and some are university graduates (Medel-
Anonueva et. al, 1989; French, 1986; Lycklama, 1989). 
However, their generally sound educational background has not gained 
much admiration and recognition in Hong Kong. Rather, the Philippines 
Government's continuous export of labour has made Hong Kong people doubt 
their educational system and standard. 
Working condition in Hong Kong: 
Although the Philippines Government has looked at Filipino overseas 
domestic workers as the country's modem heroes (as noted from a glorious news 
headline in one Philippine's newspaper called “Mothers to the world" [Far 
Eastem Economic Review, Nov. 4, 1993; see also March 30, 1995]), their 
working conditions and nature of their work is not prestigious. They do mainly 
household chores. Some of them are even made to engage in non-domestic tasks 
like cleaning their employers' offices, which are beyond the provisions of their 
work contracts. Some serve two families at the same time, while others are 
required to work part-time in their employers' factories, shops or offices, often 
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without due compensation. Over-burdened with work and without adequate 
compensation is just one in the long list of woes for the Filipino maids who, in 
many cases, are college-educated professionals in their hometown. The long list 
includes the problem of low wages or under-payment, non-payment of benefits 
and other fees, denying rest days and holidays, limited number of hours for rest, 
no private sleeping quarters, not being allowed to see visitors, prohibited from 
using telephone and verbal, physical and sexual abuse (Beltran and Aurova, 
1992; The Mission for Filipino Migrant Workers Database 1993-1994). 
It has been shown that a combination of a number of structural changes in 
Hong Kong society have led to a growing demand for foreign domestic workers. 
One change was the growing prosperity ofHong Kong in the 1970s. Within this 
context, women of middle class Chinese families increasingly pursued a career 
outside the home (French, 1986:4). A second change was that, due to the door 
closing on Chinese immigrants from the mainland, the number of Chinese maids 
had dwindled. Filipinos started filling this gap in the 1970s and since then their 
number has grown substantially. 
The socio-historical background of the influx of Filipino domestic 
helpers, to a certain extent, have given some shapes to their images and 
representations in Hong Kong: 
First, the traditional loyal representation of “muijaf, and "sohef' has 
sometimes been contrasted and compared with the representation of Filipino 
maids. This, probably, has given shape to the “social expectations" of Hong 
.^— 
Kong people towards Filipino maids. Sometimes, such social expectations may 
be quite unrealistic with employers expecting the Filipino maids to be as loyal, 
disciplined and morally well-behaved as the “muijaf, and "sohef,. They may 
expect Filipino maids to be wholeheartedly devoted to their families like the 
Chinese maids were. 
In fact, there is a big difference between the Chinese domestic workers of 
the past and the present Filipino domestic workers. Most of the Chinese maids 
were in fact "bought" by their employers. They were generally come from poor 
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families and once they were hired or “bought，，by a well-off family, they would be 
devoted to their employers. The Filipino maids, however, are generally educated 
and had engaged in a professional career at home. They do not really come from 
poorest families and most ofthem can speak English fluently. However, they are 
rarely described as “loyal, professional, and hard working" as the Chinese maids 
in the past were. Such comparisons highlight the "foreigness" and "othemess" of 
Filipino domestic helpers. 
Second, the image of the corrupting Philippines Government has posed a 
bit negative impact on the image oftheir citizens ~ Filipino maids. 
Third, at macro level, the exportation of its citizens and the importation of 
foreign labour can be regarded as a kind of power relationship - the exporting 
country being in an inferior position while the importing country is in superior 
position, at least in an economical sense. At micro level, such an asymmetrical 
power relationship can be applied in the family context ~ the employers being 
superior while the employees (Filipino domestic helpers) are the inferior. In this 
context, the next chapter gives further details for the general sentiments ofHong 
Kong people towards Filipino maids and cultural representations ofthem. 
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Chapter Five: Cultural Representation ofFilipino 
Domestic Helpers in Hong Kong 
Representation is a complex business, and especially when dealing with 
"difference". It engages feelings, attitudes and emotions and mobilizes fears and 
anxieties in the viewer, at deeper levels than we can explain in a simple, 
common-sense way (Hall, 1997). In view of the vast influx ofFilipino maids into 
Hong Kong, the meaning which the dominant group (Hong Kong people) 
attributes to them and the evaluations they make are social constructions which 
reflect the beliefs and values found in a specific culture at a particular period in 
history. This chapter looks at the cultural representation of Filipino domestic 
helpers in Hong Kong, with a look at the way they are presented by Hong Kong's 
media. The texts are analyzed in a local context and with constant reference to 
local cultural norms. As Chaney (1990) suggested, a literal view of images is 
inadequate and it is more fruitful to see representations as embedded in cultural 
forms. 
As cultural representation is conceptualized here as "systems oflanguage, 
images, values and ideas developed from a particular socio-cultural context, 
media is part of the representation production and carriers", this chapter, with 
considerations on both media portrayals and socio-cultural context, is treated and 
presented in three dimensions: ‘ 
(a) The first dimension particularly deals with the media images of 
Filipino domestic workers in newspapers, magazines, advertisements, television 
and films. 
(b) The second dimension deals with the public sentiments and reactions 
ofHong Kong people towards the community ofFilipino domestic helpers over 
certain social protests. 
(c) The third dimension, relatively more concrete, is the collective 
practices and actions ofHong Kong people towards Filipino domestic helpers at 
societal level. It includes ways of doing things, carrying out actions, and 
treatments imposed on them. While this paper aims at examining the individual 
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social practices of employers in a private family setting, the overall collective 
practices of the Hong Kong public should not be overlooked. 
By dividing the section into three dimensions, the first part ofthis chapter 
concentrates more on media images. The second and the third parts focus more 
about public reactions which are more explicitly expressed and evident. 
5.1 Media Images of Filipino Domestic Helpers in Hong Kong 
Popular media images are reflections of culture and sometimes the 
projections of desired realties. Whether it is an accurate description or wishful 
thinking on the part of producers, media tell a story that is usually eagerly 
received by the general public. No matter whether people digest such material as 
truth or as fiction, the depiction by the media can be influential in the maintaining 
of stereotypes. 
This part looks specifically at the media content with Filipino domestic 
helpers as the main figures. Materials to be analyzed are mainly newspaper 
articles because of their significant number. A total of 240 pieces of print news 
were sampled, with 113 from English newspapers and 127 from Chinese 
newspapers. They were dated from January 1995 to February 1998. This was 
further supplemented by a number of magazine articles, advertisements, books, 
television programmes and films in which Filipino domestic helpers were 
portrayed. 
A number of themes are identified through textual analysis, as indicated 
by the headings of each category below. Each theme is supported by a number of 
stories or portrayals with the same convergence into a similar idea or theme. 
Racist stereotypes of"unclean hands and feet” (手胎0不乾淨)，lazy, sulky, 
irresponsible and cunning 
While a loyal, responsible Filipino maid is highly appreciated, the 
opposite "cunning, dishonest and irresponsible maid" is strongly criticized. A 
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Cantonese phrase "unclean hands and foot"(手照0不草乞、淨）is frequently occurred 
in the news reports to describe the Filipino maids. The phrase basically has two 
meanings: the first meaning refers to their unclean cooking methods; the second 
means they always steal things behind their employers' back. The general public 
usually takes the second meaning more seriously. Cases of theft by Filipino 
maids are regularly reported by the media and repeated among employers. 
There have been reports about Filipino maids stealing things when their 
employers go out to work. Since they have "unclean hands and feet", they steal 
one or two thing(s) each time so as not to arouse their employers' suspicion 
(Ming Pao, January 13, 1997). There have been reports about Filipino maids 
stealing large sums of money andjewellery (see for example, Apple Daily, Jan. 
18, 1997). Some also steal valuable things as a kind of revenge on their "harsh" 
employers. For example, because of her employer terminated her contract, one 
Filipino maid used the spare keys she kept before and broke into the woman's flat 
(Daily News, July 18, 1997). There was an alarming case about a Nepali maid 
having been accused of stealing her employers' jewellery. The maid took 
revenge by throwing her employers' baby from the 26th floor and then committed 
suicide (Apple Daily, Sing Tao Daily, Hong Kong Daily News, Tai Kung Bao 
and Ming Pao, Oct. 1, 1997; Ming Pao, Oct. 8, 1997). Although it is not directly 
related to Filipino maids, it has a certain impact on them as well. 
The image of a cunning person has been established among the general 
public's mind. As mentioned before, Filipino maids have been contrasted with 
selfless, loyal and faithful muijai and sohei. This actually implies a cunning, 
distrustful, devilish and tricky image of the Filipino maid. There are some 
stories about their cheating. For example, a Filipino maid pretended “to be 
pregnant" in order to “be fired by her current employers". She then went for 
another more prosperousjob. This trick was uncovered when her employer gave 
her a body check (Apple Daily, Nov. 26, 1997). 
The image of being lazy and irresponsible has been associated with 
Filipino maids. Most Hong Kong people are familiar with the scenario below, 
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described in a newspaper, and the feeling described is probably widely shared by 
most of the employers -- "We all see kinds who are not being stimulated by their 
domestic helper. Look at this: there is a group ofkids together with a group of 
domestic helpers. The domestic helpers are muttering together, speaking 
Tagalog and casting the occasional glance at the kids to check they are all right, 
but essentially leaving them alone. That is not a disaster but it is certainly not 
positive care (Eastem Express, March 27, 1995).” 
Portrayed as a dangerous and uncivilized figure 
Compared with the theme of"unclean hands and feet", the portrayal ofthe 
Filipino maid as a dangerous killer and murderer is much more impressionistic. 
Usually, they get large coverage in local newspapers and arouse greater feedback 
from the local public. Stories presenting these themes are those about Filipino 
maids involved in murder, kidnap, indecent assault, intentional wounding and 
child abuse. These have two victims - the employers themselves and their 
children. 
There are many reports of murder and intent to do bodily harm to the 
employers (see for example, Eastweek, May 29，1997). A case of two maids 
accused of chopping their female employer received wide coverage. Two maids 
attacked and chopped their female employer when she fired them. They pulled 
her hair, took out a chopper from the kitchen and kept chopping at her: The 
employer was bending downwards and could not stand up. They robbed her of 
two diamond rings, one worth HK$100,000 (US$13,000) bank passbooks, a 
phone diary and HK$l,600 (US$200) in cash. The attack was so vicious the 
chopper was bent as a result (SCMP, Feb. 8, 1995; HONG KONG Standard, Feb. 
9, 1995). In court, thejudge said the maids “(tried to) resolve their grievances in 
an uncivilized manner (Hong Kong Standard, Feb. 9, 1995)." 
There are also cases about the lives of the employers' children being in 
jeopardy, noted from a news headline: "Baby's death ‘murder”，(Hong Kong 
Standard, March 22, 1995). There are a wide range of stories under this theme. 
For example, a Filipino maid planned to take revenge after her employers 
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terminated her. She added poison into the water and poisoned the baby's milk 
(Ming Pao, Jan. 9, 1997). There was a story of on maid adding detergent into the 
juice of a one-and-half-year-old baby (Ming Pao，Dec. 11, 1996). Another 
Filipino maid used a hair dryer to bum a child and used hot water for the same 
purpose (Ming Pao, Sept. 18, 1996). One Filipino maid hit a three-year-old girl 
so hard she bled (Ming Pao, May 7, 1997). Others were accused of indecent 
assault towards the children (see for example, Tin Tin Daily, Aug. 22, 1996). 
Two particular stories in the sampling news under this theme are believed 
to be the most significant, and received the largest coverage, arousing the greatest 
public concem in 1997. Both received coverage in a popular local television 
programme, apart from widespread reports in the newspapers. 
The first story is about an employer who installed a video camera in order 
to check his maid's conduct at home. He discovered his maid had stolen his 
personal bank statements and letters from the drawers in his bedroom. But more 
terrifying was the scenario of the maid throwing his five-week-old baby in the air 
for several times and shaking it from left to right, then in a circle direction fiercely 
for several times (Apple Daily, April 30, 1997). This case was then further 
reported in “Focus on Focus"(城市追擊）and "Hong Kong Today"(今日蹄眞 
D), two of the most popular prime time infotainment programmes broadcast. In 
both programmes, the video tape provided by the victim employer was shown 
(see Appendix IV for pictures), and other past similar cases of child 'abuse 
committed by Filipino maids were briefly mentioned. In TVB's program ‘‘Focus 
on Focus"(城市追擊)，which was shown on May 19, 1997, a reporter was sent to 
interview and consult a doctor concerning this case. The doctor commented “the 
maid's action would cause damage to the child's bones' development and also 
affect the functioning of its brain". 
The second case was actually related to a Nepali maid, not a Filipino 
maid. However, it impacted on the images of Filipino maids, because the large 
number of Filipino maids seems to generalize all foreign domestic helpers in 
Hong Kong. The case was about a Nepal maid who threw a seven-month baby 
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from the 26th floor. The maid was suspected ofstealing the employers' jewelry 
days before. She was obviously unsatisfied with her employer's accusation. She 
took a revenge by throwing her employers' baby out of the window and then 
jumped after it. This tragedy aroused much reaction and gossip both from the 
public and the media. The maid was also reported to be pregnant by the media as 
well. In this case, she was subject to moral judgment by the dominant group, as 
viewed from the headline of one Chinese newspaper that said she was 
"Unmarried but pregnant" (Shing Pao, Oct. 7，1997). She was again and again 
commented as having "unclean hands and feet" and was being "irresponsible" 
(Apple Daily, Ming Pao, Oriental Daily, Shing Pao, Sing Tao Daily, Tin Tin 
Daily, Hong Kong Daily News, Tai Kung Bao，Oct. 7, 1997). 
Stories of murder or intended murder of employers or their children by the 
Filipino maids got greatest coverage under the theme of "dangerous figures". 
However, there are other stories under this theme that can be identified. 
Kidnapping is one of them. There was case in which a four-year-old 
child was kidnapped by his family's Filipino domestic helper (Ming Pao, August 
27, 1997). Again, it aroused awareness and negative feedback from the public. 
The confidence level towards the Filipino maids drops regularly whenever there 
are such reports. A news report received a response from the Secretary of the 
Employers of Overseas Domestic Helpers Association concerning this case and 
conveyed the distrustful attitude towards Filipino domestic helpers as a Whole: 
"Kidnapping of Chinese children and adults was common in the Philippines. I 
hope this case highlights the fact that Filipinos are involved in crime. Many 
employers don't report their wrong-doings. They kick them out and the maids go 
on to work for other employers and jeopardize our society. The Filipinos are 
now becoming bolder. In the past they were worried they would lose theirjobs or 
their visas and so would not become involved in crimes, but they are now 
becoming much bolder. Filipinos in Hong Kong should be more tightly 
controlled (Hong Kong Standard, August 27，1997).，， 
Apart from crimes, there were reports of bringing troubles to the family 
or even endangering the family members' safety. For example, there were a 
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number of cases about Filipino maids who owed money to loan agencies • 
threatening their employers' safety (see for example, Apple Daily, Jan. 14, 1998; 
SCMP, June 9, 1995). One news report (Apple Daily, Oct. 11, 1996) has a 
special topic on this. It had several quotations from the victim employers that: 
Employer 1: “(I) helped her to settle the loan years ago. But she still kept on 
asking me for money, saying that her father is sick, her husband is coming to Hong 
Kong that a sum of application fee is needed her family is going buying a 
cattle she has so many different kind of reasons ……，， 
Employer 2: “She (the maid) said all her family members will be killed if the 
loan has not been settled. She also said she has two little children. My heart was 
softened immediately. I've lent her $20,000 in total." 
Employer 3: "My maid have borrowed a sum of money from an agency. She 
lost her temper and took it out on my daughter. My daughter's lower part of the body 
was suddenly hurt. She was frightened when she saw the maid. I once saw that she fed 
my daughter by force. My daughter cried.....Anyway, she is like a bomb. I don't know 
when it will explode!" 
The metaphor of using "bomb" to describe the Filipino maids is not 
uncommon among Hong Kong people. It also occurs in other news articles (see 
for example, Tin Tin Daily, Aug. 29, 1997, Ming Pao, Dec. 6, 1997). 
Sometimes, resolving their grievances in an uncivilized manner may 
not be fatal but disgusting. There was a typical case happened in years ago in 
which a Filipino maid put a piece of women's napkin into the soup boil. Her act 
was "back-up" by a kind of "uncivilized" superstition that she once heard from 
her (Filipino) friends 一 “if the employers drink the soup cooked with a sanitary 
towel, they will not be harsh to you anymore." Although this case was happened 
years before, it has been mentioned repeatedly by the general public and the 
media (see for example, Oriental Daily, Oct. 21, 1997). 
Not trustful - They need to be controlled or checked 
As they are generally thought of cunning, dangerous, distrustful and lazy, 
there have been articles or cultural productions that "teach" the employers to 
control their maids. Generally, the public has the idea that Filipino maids need 
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to be checked frequently. Such kinds of cultural productions are very influential 
for at least two reasons: first, those publications are targeted at readers who are 
employers or potential employers. They, to a certain extent, reflect the desire or 
need of employers and the general public's distrustful attitudes towards Filipino 
maids. Second, those productions are believed to be one of the direct inputs for 
“how should the employers treat their domestic maids in a domestic setting." 
That is the social practices performed by the employers in a domestic setting. 
This will be discussed in the next chapter. 
One popular local magazine had a particular column on how to manage 
Filipino domestic helpers. The suggested tactics and methods reflect a strong 
distrustful attitude towards the Filipino maids, as noted from the title "Employers 
should not be too kind towards your maid"(僱主勿過好心腸）(Sudden Weekly, 
Feb. 14, 1998). Another issue discussed the necessity of asking the maid to 
present a record of daily expenses (Feb. 7, 1998) (see for further examples, 
Sudden Weekly, Issues 130, 131, 132, 133; Apple Daily, Oct. 11, 1996 and April 
13, 1997). 
There was even a book specializing in giving instructions to employers or 
potential employers on how to get their foreign maids to do the housework 
properly. The book is called "Teach your Filipino maid to do housework"(敎菲 
傭做家務)(Lee, 1996) (See Appendix V), in which, a list of strategies is 
/ 
provided for the employers to get their maids to work and prevent them 
from doing the wrong things ~ for example, it suggests of drafting a daily 
working time schedule from moming to aftemoon; going home suddenly to check 
whether the maid has abused the baby or child; going home suddenly as an action 
of checking, as well as a kind of waming; asking other relatives or friends who 
are available to go home suddenly during the day; bathing for the baby or child 
yourself in order to check whether there are cuts and grazes on his/her body; 
phoning to home regularly and asking the maid about the child's condition; 
taking the maid to the doctor to check for sexually-transmitted diseases; installing 
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long-distance call security to prevent the maids from making long-distance call 
etc. 
Each strategy has its own justifications or grounds that are related to the 
representations ofFilipino domestic helpers. The concept ofbinary opposition is 
particularly suitable here to understand the representations. Binary opposition 
generally holds that meaning is generated by opposition, like child versus adult 
(0,Sullivan, 1994: 30). To follow the same logic, the strategy of going home 
suddenly either by the employers themselves or by someone else implies the 
maids are doing something wrong at home; the action of bathing the baby 
themselves means they think the maid is potentially harmful to the child; the 
practice of checking for any sexually-transmitted diseases implies the maid is 
dirty or extremely open to sex. 
Moreover, the book is supplemented with a number ofwidely uttered and 
real cases in order to "justify" its claim that “control is necessary." Here are a few 
cases highlighted in the book: 
Case 1: A Filipino maid, on the day when she was fired by her employers, 
added detergent to the water pot and the milk bottle for the family. This act was 
uncovered by her female employer when she found a strange taste in the water 
(PP. 135). 
Case 2: One employer came back home suddenly to discover his maid 
sitting on the sofa, consuming her time on the phone while the child was eating 
her toe (pp. 136). 
Case 3: An employer suddenly came home and was surprised to find the 
baby's face was so red. Indeed, her baby was sleeping well. The employer was 
curious and asked the maid. Her maid finally admitted giving the baby wine 
because she wanted to talk with her friends on the phone without the baby 
disturbing her (pp. 136). 
Case 4: An employer was two-months pregnant and therefore hired a 
Filipino maid to help her with the housework. Three months later, the maid also 
pregnant as well and the employer had another heavy burden to bear (pp. 193). 
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The above four examples are well-known and familiar to local public. 
They, on the one hand, justify and reinforce the book's aim "teach the employers 
to control their maids"; on the other hand, remind employers of the "cunning, 
irresponsible, dangerous, and uncivilized" images ofFilipino maids. 
Other than cultural productions, there has some technological 
productions that “help，，to “control the housemaids". A checking device 
called "TeleEye", also known as "thousand-mile eyes"(千里眼)，has been 
invented to check whether the domestic helper is lazy or abuses the child. It 
allows the employers to check their maids while they are away from home. Its 
operation is similar to video conferencing, except its secret operation. It requires 
a computer, a camera, a telephone line and a decoder. It is, therefore, particularly 
suited to office use (Hong Kong Economic Times, August 21, 1996) (See 
Appendix VI). 
Portrayed as a “fox elf,(狐狸半靑)，moral standard problematic 
Another theme is the "fox elf ' image of Filipino domestic helpers. 
Although the majority rarely use "beautiful" or “pretty” to describe them, still, 
Filipino maids seem to be a threat to female employers. Their perceived 
sexuality is based on public criticisms that their clothing is often thought to be too 
stylish and too colorful (Constable, 1996:465). Newspaper caption like "some 
• 
Filipino maids always dress sexily when they go out in their leisure time" (Sing 
Pao, Jan. 15, 1996) has reflected their potential threat to female employers (See 
Appendix VII). 
Because of their image of being "outgoing" and “open to sex，,，Filipino 
maids are easily prone to the images of"fox elf'(狐狸精).It is a Cantonese term 
used to describe a bewitching woman who likes to seduce males, especially 
married males. That is why she is supposed to be a fox in disguise. Stories of 
Filipino maids being "fox elf ' are likely to occur in feature articles, films or 
television leisure programmes. For example, a feature article titled "The secret of 
child abuse”（虐待66之迷）has a story that: 
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"There are several women engaged in a tea time gathering. They started to talk 
about their own Filipino maids. There are topics of child abuse, dirty cooking and 
stealing. One of the women mentioned about installing a camera to check her maids' 
behavior. Mrs. Lee, after the gathering, went back home and discovered her baby was 
crying. She started to be frightened and curious. She thought of the "camera" tactic. 
She then installed a camera as her friend did. 
The next day, she reviewed the video tape and invited her husband to view the 
video together. Mrs. Lee did view an inspiring movie - the movie was a category 
three. The only two characters were her Filipino maid and her husband. And Mrs. Lee 
knew why her baby cried so much (Eastweek, Oct. 9, 1997).，， 
Although the above story is fabricated and is only a kind ofjoke, cultural 
productions under this theme do have their background in reality. There have 
been news stories about Filipino maids raped by male employers and cases about 
the male employer having sexual relations with his maid (see for example, Ming 
Pao, August 7, 1997). This may constitute distrustful sentiments and jealousy 
towards the maids. For example, in the case of the two domestics who chopped 
and robbed their female employer when they were fired. In her defense, one of 
the maids alleged her employer had becomejealous ofher when her employer's 
boyfriend gave her a cassette recorder as a gift (Hong Kong Standard, Feb. 9, 
1995). 
In the light of the image of “fox elf，，the public has a problem with 
Filipino maids' moral standards. The locally-produced film, “Naughty Couple" 
(撞板風、流），has a story-line that the Filipino maid, Maria, is committing 
adultery with her employers' friend. In the newspapers, there have been cases of 
Filipino maids falling pregnant during their employment period (Apple Daily, 
March 10，1997; Oriental Daily, Oct. 21, 1997; Hong Kong Standard, March 3, 
1995). Such cases have directly related to their moral standard. Basically, for 
married Filipino maids, their family should be located at the Philippines. 
Principally, they should not have the chance to be pregnant. Because married 
Filipino maids have their families at home, if they fall pregnant while they are in 
Hong Kong, it implies extra-marital sex. Furthermore, there are topics about 
Filipino maids engaged in prostitutes' work and their possibility of having AIDs 
is frequently suspected by the local population. 
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A threat to the female employers in terms of motherhood role loss 
Not only the image of "fox elf，threatens the female employers, but also 
the image of"second mother，，affects the female employer's motherhood role 
in the family. One television programme produced by Radio Television Hong 
Kong fell under this category. The programme, broadcast in 1991, namely 
“Mother and My Filipino Maid"(媽媽與菲傭)，described, and in fact contrasted, 
the relationship between the child and the maid and the relationship between the 
child and the mother. Four family cases were probed, with different degrees of 
"motherhood role loss" portrayed — two families' children showed affinity 
towards their mother while the other two families' children showed affinity 
towards their maids. Concerning the motherhood role loss, one episode about a 
family with two daughters had the following scenario: 
[Interview with the younger sister] 
Reporter: Will you be OK ifAuntie (the maid) is not here to 
take care ofyou? 
Younger sister: No....because mum is coming late every night. 
Dad....is working and he....eams money for 
us....very busy. 
’, 
[Interview with the elder sister] 
Reporter: IfAuntie (the maid) is not here to take care of you, 
will you be OK? 
Elder sister: No.. .because I may make my house in a mess. 
...and.. .no one will cook meals for me. 
Reporter: So, you think Auntie should take care ofyou 
until....when? 
Elder sister: (think for a while) I hope she will take care of me 
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until....don't leave me. I don't want her to leave 
me. 
Reporter: Do you want your mum to quit thejob and take care 
ofyou instead of Auntie? 
Elder sister: .....no....I like Auntie. My little sister also. 
[A scene that: the younger sister is crying. The mother is trying to hold 
her. But she keeps on crying.] 
Voice over from elder sister: My little sister likes Auntie. Whenever she 
cries, Auntie comforts her and she will stop (crying) very soon. 
[Interview with the mother and she knows her daughters prefer Auntie 
instead ofher.] 
Mother: (a closed-up on the mother's face, showing her 
tired face and red eyes) I think.. .1 think she (her 
daughter) is trying to protest. It is not true (that she 
loves Auntie more). I mean, she actually loves 
me.. .but she just wanted to show dissatisfaction to 
me. She wants me to spend more time with 
her....but I really can't. 
'V 
Although the maid in this particular episode is a type ofkind hearted and 
responsible domestic servant, it still represents a potential threat of motherhood 
role loss to the female employer. And the title of the programme, "Mother and 
My Maid", implies a kind of comparison and even struggle between the two 
parties. That kind of comparison can be mild, but ifit goes to extreme, it can lead 
to a power struggle, competition embedded withjealousy and resentment. 
Little room for sympathy, praise, and positive images 
Rarely can we find a positive image of Filipino maid in popular cultural 
productions. The most significant feature of the construction of positive 
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Filipino maids is their contribution and important role to Hong Kong 
economy, judging from a sub-headline of a news article writing that "Without 
foreign domestic helpers, an estimated 100,000 families would not have two 
incomes (Hong Kong Standard, June 7, 1995).,，Filipino maids have received 
praises from the local population. For example, Chris Patten, the last Hong Kong 
Governor, speaking at the opening of a new crisis shelter for domestic helpers, 
said: "their (Filipino maids') jobs are sometimes taken for granted. They are 
working far from home, working sometimes difficult and long hours and 
sometimes having to live in much less than ideal conditions - and I say that very 
euphemistically (SCMP, May 13，1995)." During the handover, the Hong Kong 
Government launched a two-day (June 29-30, 1997) handover camival 
specifically for the foreign domestic helpers working in Hong Kong. The 
camival was held at Kowloon Park. This activity, named “Asia Gathering"(亞洲 
薈萃），aimed at expressing the thanks, praises and encouragement to those 
foreign domestic helpers in Hong Kong. At the camival, the First Lady of the 
Philippines was invited to sing (see for example, Daily News, May 2, 1997). 
There is indeed little positive coverage on Filipino maids, apart from their 
economic contribution to Hong Kong. The following (not more than ten) are 
almost all oftheir positive images extracted from the sample: 
Two stories showed a responsible, kind hearted domestic maid who is 
/ 
wholeheartedly devoted to her employers is highly appreciated. One case is 
about a brave and selfless Filipino maid saved her employers' five-year-old child 
when they were crossing the road. The maid was hurt by a mini bus (Ming Pao, 
Dec. 11, 1996). The other case was about a Filipino maid who wanted to adopt a 
one-year child, Ka-yu, who was abandoned by his parents. She spent her greatest 
effort to take care ofKa-yu. She would rather prepare the meals herself for fear 
that others' food was unclean. She bought many expensive, colorful shirts for 
Ka-yu even though she eamed so little a month. In order to avoid damaging the 
clothes by washing machine, she washed them by hands. And she was just 
wearing a ten-dollar T-shirt (about US$1.3) (Ming Pao, July 28, 29, 31, 1997). 
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Moreover, there was a little story that Filipino domestic helpers stood 
behind their employers in times of difficulty. Early of this year, there was a 
prayer gathering organized by thousands of Catholic Filipino domestic helpers. 
The activity was named as "Hong Kong Don't Afraid"(香港不要怕)，in 
recognition of the Bird's Flu Virus (H5N1) and Hong Kong's economic 
instability. They gathered at Chater Garden in Central, to pray for Hong Kong 
people, carrying banners with slogans like “God is with us. H5N1 Virus cannot 
be against us" (Ming Pao, Jan 19，1998) (Also shown in television news 
programme on Jan 18, 1998) 
The public has not totally ignored this particular ethnic group, Filipino 
maids also get attention from local concerns group. Some schools volunteered to 
be Sunday centers for maids (see for example, SCMP, March 6, 1995). A shelter 
in Conway House inside Stanley Fort provided temporary accommodation for 
destitute domestic helpers, many of whom find themselves suddenly homeless 
when their contracts were terminated without waming (SCMP, May 13, 1995). 
Volunteer groups set up by the local population, like Helpers for Domestic 
Helpers (HDH), give Filipino domestic helpers free legal advice. Support groups 
and concem groups are mostly church-based organizations like Caritas, the 
Salvation Army and the Glorious Praise Church Center. They usually aid victims 
of abuse and exploitation. 
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An ideal Filipino maid 
Every culture has its own set of criteria towards certain things. Certainly, 
an ideal Filipino maid to Hong Kong people may be different from other 
countries. For Hong Kong people, some of the concepts about an ideal domestic 
maid has come from the "model image" of muijai and sohei. In media portrayals, 
an ideal Filipino maid is in fact always directly or indirectly implied. For 
examples, a kind hearted, responsible maid who is wholeheartedly devoted to her 
employers is highly praised; a ‘fox elf , cruel, irrational and uncivilized maid is 
always criticized. 
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For a deeper analysis，advertisements from employment agencies for 
providing Filipino or foreign domestic helpers are analyzed. It is because in 
advertising, the signification of the image is undoubtedly intentional; the 
signified of the advertising message are formed a priori by certain attributes of 
the product and these signified(s) have to be transmitted as clearly as possible 
(Barthes, 1964). According to Williamson (1978), advertisements are 
assemblages of signs producing the meanings that help to sell products and thus 
to promote consumerist ideologies. 
The visual icons in the sample advertisements were photographs, which 
can be classified into four main types - a smiling maid; a maid with a baby or 
child (both smiling); a group of maids in uniform; no maid but a ‘warm，family 
(See Appendix VIII). A smiling maid emphasizes the character and personality 
of the maid and of course can imply lots of different things like kind hearted, 
nice and easy going. A maid with a baby or child tells more about child-care 
services. A group of maids in uniform presents a professional trained image 
which also means a guaranteed working performance. A picture with no maid but 
a ‘warm，family sells the positive result on a family after they got a maid. It also 
says the presence of a maid poses no disturbances and is trouble free that can 
bring a better family life to the employers. Generally, pictures of a maid with a 
baby or a child are in the majority of advertisements. They are targeted at the 
public demand for child care services. ‘ 
Another element of the advertisement is written information. It actually 
tells people about an ideal maid in a more direct way. Main themes ofbehaviors 
like honest, trustworthy, naive, hardworking without complaints, and clean 
(especially the proof of non-pregnancy and free from sexually transmitted 
diseases such as HIV or AIDs) are the most frequently emphasized items. 
Themes about the ability of "fluency in Cantonese" or "ability to cook Chinese 
dishes" also occurred. 
Apart from advertisements, there was a local competition called "All-
rounded Filipino domestic helpers"(全倉§菲傭大賽）which more or less reflected 
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how an ideal maid should be. It was firstly organized in 1996 and has attracted a 
number of employers' recommendations for their maids. In the competition, 
apart from cooking techniques, cultural competence is highly emphasized. A 
news article reporting on the competition said: "Fried dishes; know some 
Cantonese -- all-rounded competent Filipino maid is to get naturalized to Hong 
Kong culture"(炒幾味、講幾句廣東話、入鄉隨俗). 
Of course, the definition of an ideal maid can vary from persons to 
persons. In terms of professional qualifications. For those aged 25 to 35, with 
professional training in nursing, and a university degree in English are regarded 
as “the highest-quality Filipino domestic helpers" (Hong Kong Economic Times, 
June 19,1997). However, the traditional Chinese virtues of"loyalty", "honesty" 
and "faithfulness" seems to be widely accepted among the public. 
An overall biased and unbalanced representation - The question of 
under-representation and over-representation 
Only a small number of depictions in movies, television serials and feature 
articles may be fabricated or exaggerated. Those representations in the majority 
of news stories are of course authentic and true. But the overall picture is that 
only a limited aspect about Filipino domestic helpers is presented. 
The general representation of Filipino domestic helpers is a biased and 
unbalanced one. The biased representation is in terms of both proportion of 
representations in different media types and in terms ofthe proportion ofdifferent 
themes of media stories depicted. 
Concerning the proportion of representations in different media types, 
there is an overwhelmingly significant portrayal in newspapers with little 
attention in other cultural productions like books and films. About a quarter of 
newspapers stories or evaluations commenting on Filipino maids is concerned 
with court cases and crimes. Apart from newspaper reports, only a few are 
depicted in other cultural productions like books, dramas, novels, films, fiction, 
leisure magazine and television programme. Moreover, there are only a small 
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amount ofthe visual images for Filipino domestic helpers. Even for their visual 
images, there is little variations among them. The appearance ofFilipino maid in 
visual media is always a dark-faced girl, thick lips, with curly dark hair, and 
wearing a petticoat. 
The only television program that used Filipino maid as a central 
figure was called "Maria'\ which occurred in a night show called "Enjoy 
Yourself Tonight"(歡樂今宵).“Maria” is a serial consisting of a number of 
episodes, each more or less forming a separate unit. The central character was 
called Maria, who acted as a typical Filipino domestic helper. In fact, the 
programme was broadcast twice: the first version was made in 1986 and it was 
re-produced in 1997. In the show, Maria served a typical well-to-do Chinese 
family. Maria had a dark face, thick lips, and curly dark, short hair (see Appendix 
XI). She is a clownish, comic figure in the show, with her funny gestures and 
“incorrect” Cantonese tone and pronunciation. Manyjokes are aroused from the 
misunderstandings between her and her employers, which stem from language 
barrier and cultural differences. She is not a clever maid, rather, she is sometimes 
quite foolish and blunt. But she is indeed a loyal and honest maid. Still, she is 
sometimes suspected by her employers as being lazy, cunning, and over-sexed. 
The second episode ofMaria after its re-launch in October, 1997 described Maria 
as suspected ofindecently seducing the grandfather ofthe family she served. 
“Maria,, was in fact more successful in its first broadcast, probably 
because of its novel and relaxing content at that time. It generally told neither 
negative nor positive images of Filipino domestic helpers. However, 
concerning the meaning ofthe content, Maria served as a model Filipino maid -
who should be loyal and honest and wholeheartedly devoted to the family she 
served. But she is sometimes still subject to the suspicion from her employers. 
11 Media entertainment offers a commentary on the nature of social relations between the ethnic 
majority and minorities. It can also provide a means of obtaining a better understanding ofothers in a 
way that fosters empathetic insights between different sections of society and strengthens bonds of 
social association. Conversely, media entertainment can do the opposite: it can foster 
misunderstanding and antagonism through the repetition of stereotypes that provide a focus for 
displaced fears (Curran, 1991). 
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Concerning the visual image, Maria succeeded in establishing an “iconic 
memory", a term labeled by Neisser (1996). Rarely can we find the visual images 
of Filipino maids in media productions. Maria is believed to be the most 
significant figure which provided a vivid visual image of the Filipino maid. The 
image of Maria is dark face, with curry hair, thick lips, deep eyes and wear no 
made-up — on the whole is not an attractive image. Such image provides a certain 
degree oficonic memory that further reinforces the stereotypes ofFilipino maids. 
More importantly, the portrayals of Filipino domestic helpers by Hong 
Kong's media are largely negative. There is little positive coverage on them. 
Filipino domestic helpers, in media portrayal, are under-represented and at the 
same time over-represented. A large proportion of media depictions ofFilipino 
domestic helpers is about crimes, court cases, wrongdoings, conflicts, morally 
unjustified actions and revenge etc. Stories about murder, theft, child abuse, 
indecent acts are over-represented in media both in terms of frequency and size of 
coverage. On the other hand, their positive image or other aspects of life is 
under-represented. Stories about their hard life in Hong Kong, problems they 
encountered, their contribution to Hong Kong, and even stories ofsome "model" 
Filipino maid are rarely reported. By such over-representation of their 
"dangerous, cunning and irresponsible" images and under-representation oftheir 
“sacrifices, contribution and the possibility of loyal" images, a quite unique 
negative portrayal ofthem is concretely established. ‘ 
Apart from the channel of media, representation is also rooted in a wider 
socio-historical background of a society. Thus, the following part shifts the focus 
to the general sentiments ofHong Kong people towards Filipino maids. This can 
be largely reflected in specific social issues concerning Filipino domestic helpers. 
Moreover, the general sentiments should probably be related to a more basic 
nature of Filipino maids like their hometown, race and social class, as well as 
people's understanding ofthe past Chinese maids and other foreign maids. 
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5.2 Public Sentiments and Reactions of Hong Kong People Towards the 
Filipino Domestic Helpers over certain social protests 
In the early 1980s, Filipino domestic helpers were viewed by many 
Chinese as a solution to the growing labor shortage of domestic workers. 
However, such demand and supply of domestic helpers between Hong Kong and 
the Philippines does not satisfy both sides either. Rather, there are lots of 
complaints and conflicts aroused. As we can expected, the two parties with 
different cultural backgrounds living in a small family would cause lots of 
conflicts and misunderstandings. The common complaints from the domestic 
workers are: long working hours (20.8%), no private accommodation (14%), less 
than 24-hour rest day (12.8%), insufficient food (12.5%), illegal work (11.1%) 
and others (28.8%). On the other hand, complaints from Hong Kong Chinese 
employers towards their maids include: they are too lazy, they dial too many long 
distance calls without gaining their permissions, child abuse, communication 
problems etc. (Mission for Filipino Migrant Workers Database, 1993-1994 data; 
Constable, 1996; Apple Daily Supplement, April 13, 1997:26). 
In general, public sentiments and reactions towards Filipino domestic 
helpers are negative. There has been a metaphor, uttered among the Hong Kong 
people, concerning the hiring ofFilipino maid that: ‘‘The chance ofgetting a good 
Filipino maid is the same as winning the Mark Six lottery." Headlines in 
newspapers like "Pay attention when you hire a foreign maid" (Oriental Daily, 
Oct. 21, 1997) do reflect a certain degree of terror and resentment towards this 
particular group. 
Three major social protests over the past ten years (initiated by Hong 
Kong people) are identified, which show negative sentiments of Hong Kong 
people towards the community of Filipino maids. They are the Statue Square 
Problems in 1986; the setting up and opening up of accommodation centers for 
Filipino maids during holidays in subsequent years; and the suggestion that 
Chinese maids from mainland China work as domestics in Hong Kong around 
1996. Before probing the social protests (which reveal the public sentiments 
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towards the maids), it should also highlight the modem context, that is the 
meaning ofhiring a maid in modem Hong Kong. 
Meaning ofhiring a maid in modem Hong Kong 
As said at the beginning of this chapter, social constructions reflect the 
beliefs and values found in a particular culture within a particular period oftime. 
The element of time is essential to our understanding towards the subject of 
study. It is necessary to point out that hiring a maid in the past time had a 
different meaning to hiring a maid in recent years. 
In the past, having a domestic servant at home was considered as a social 
status meaning “wealthy” or "high-class". In the 1910s, families which were 
"qualified" to hire domestic servant were headed by high ranking government 
officials and rich families. Most of them were retired officials of the Qing 
government (in Qing Dynasty) or wealthy businessmen (Lee, 1996). 
About twenty years ago, there was a prevailing image for “Sir 
Troublesome"(奄尖大少).The image was come from an advertisement of rice 
which had two characters: a male master and a domestic servant. The servant was 
a Chinese woman type acting as a “ma-cheh” {sohei)(,馬姐)，signified by her 
single plait, dressing in a unique, black trousers and white mandarin-collar 
blouses. The male master was regarded as troublesome by his domestic servant 
because he suggested too many harsh demands like: the rice should be not too 
hard and not too soft, main dishes must be delicious, clothes and suits should be 
ironed without any folds, the paper money notes should also be ironed before 
spending. The advertisement implied high social status and power if you had a 
servant. Moreover, in the past Cantonese black-and-white television programs or 
films, a portion of the stories were developed from one or more rich families. 
There were stories like struggles between high class and low class people; a love 
story between a poor man and a wealthy girl; a love story between the domestic 
servant and her young master etc. Most of time, a rich family was signified in the 
film by a big house, cars, beautiful suits, jewels and dresses wom by the family 
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members.. .and most important the presence of domestic servant(s). There were 
episodes of yelling, blaming and even hitting the servants by their masters, and 
the servants just stood aside and kept silent. Such portrayals showed that the 
hiring of domestic servant seemed to be a symbol of power and a privilege of the 
rich or a dignitary in decades ago. 
In recent years, having a domestic servant was not so difficult as it was in 
the past. Families who employed domestic maids nowadays are not only 
confined to wealthy people. Rather, the majority of them are middle class and 
white-collars, which has made up of more than 60% in 1993 (Figures from 
Immigration Department, 1993). As there are so many dual-eamers families in 
Hong Kong, the hiring of domestic servant seems to be a must. Advertisement 
like “Sir Troublesome" has no longer prevailed. According to the legislation set 
up by the Immigration Department, household with annual household income at 
HK$186,000 (about US$24,156) or above can hire a foreign domestic maid. The 
monthly salary for a Filipino maid is only HK$3,860 (about US$500) (Figures 
applicable to the year of 1997-1998). Foreign maid is affordable for most of 
Hong Kong families. If we take the number of domestic households by monthly 
household income (Dec., 1997 - Feb., 1998) into account, it is found that about 67 
per cent ofHong Kong households are qualified to hire domestic maids (Source: 
Statistics from Census and Statistics Department, 1997-98). Therefore, in recent 
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times, hiring a domestic servant is not necessarily a symbol of social status and 
wealth any longer. As the hiring ofFilipino domestic helpers becomes more and 
more common for the general public, issues about them have become the public's 
concem. Their massive numbers in Hong Kong have aroused negative 
sentiments among the Hong Kong people that a few public protests had been 
aroused. The first notable social protest against the community of Filipino 
domestic helpers was over the Statue Square problem. 
Public hesitation on the Statue Square Incident. 1986 
The commercial hub of Hong Kong, Central, is a place full of high-rise 
and elegant commercial buildings. During Sundays and public holidays, the 
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place is occupied by thousands of Filipino domestic helpers. They are widely 
spread in the locations of Statue Square, World Wide Plaza, Charter Garden etc. 
Little historical information has explained the reason of why Central has 
become their traditional rendezvous. However, it can be logically inferred that 
Central, as it is a so “pure，, commercial area with nearly no residential building, is 
a good place for the migrants to fooling around and gather at in holidays, without 
disturbances or discrimination from local residents. The places have gradually 
been developed into a ‘‘Little Manila" as there are more and more facilities 
catering for the maids like loan offices, Philippines Bank and Filipino fashion 
shops. And during holidays, the Filipino maids are usually “driven’’ away from 
the homes where they work. Sundays and public holidays are family days for 
Hong Kong people that their maids are usually not allowed to stay at home. 
Therefore, there is a tendency and a need for them to gather at a regular place to 
gather together. 
Their concentration in the area of Central has aroused certain negative 
feedback from local people, which largely reflects Hong Kong people's attitudes 
towards this particular group. In fact, there was a local movement of driving 
Filipino maids away from Central in 1986. 
For more than ten years before, there were complaints from local 
population on Filipino domestic helpers' irresponsible behavior oflittering up of 
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the “high-class”，“elegant” commercial hub ofHong Kong (see SCMP, 17 Oct., 
1986 and 19 Oct., 1986). They were accused of congregating in the parks and 
littering up and congregating in the parks on their Sundays off. The headlines 
from the two news articles - “Minority responsible for litter" and “No place for 
racism in our community”，carried a heavy overtones of racial discrimination. 
The overcrowding in Central on Sundays has irritated many local residents and 
landlords. The public called for actions to expel the Filipino maids from that 
public areas”. Buildings located in Central areas have put up notices of "Don't 
Entry" in the entrance, stairs, elevators or other notable areas. The notices have 
been written in English and some even have Tagalog (the Philippines language) 
subtitle. These acts obviously were pointing at the massive gathering ofFilipino 
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maids there. The area around Chater Garden and Statue Square has been known 
as ‘Little Manila，” (Ohashi, 1986). 
Not only were their gatherings seen as "pollution", but their voices 
were regarded as noise. Their efforts to organize labour unions and other 
organizations have been thought as too "aggressive". A newspaper editorial 
complained many members of Hong Kong's "hard-working local middle class" 
can “now barely bear the unreasonable, unreliable bunch that constitutes the great 
majority ofFilipino maids here in Hong Kong (Chong, 1985)." Another editorial 
commented that: "...by making vociferous demands and noisy 
demonstrations"", the Filipino maids have hardened public opinion about their 
presence in this Chinese territory. One can say that generally (with a few notable 
exceptions) the local Chinese are unhappy with these Filipino maids....The local 
people are becoming increasingly wary and resentful of these Filipino maids, 
whose general attitude to work and carefree lifestyle is incompatible with the 
hardworking ethics and serious attitude of the Chinese (Chow, 1987)." 
The movement stimulated by the Statue Square Incident lasted only a few 
months. Hong Kong people generally acknowledged that little could be changed 
or improved in view ofthe continuously increasing number ofFilipino domestic 
helpers. Central areas are still the traditional rendezvous for Filipino maids on 
Sundays and holidays nowadays, however, resentment towards this group from 
general public still prevails. One typical newspaper article published in 1 '995 in 
the section of "Letters to the Editor" wrote this (with the title of “Creating Bad 
Impression"): 
"I feel that the views I express are probably shared by most Hong Kong 
people. It is ironically true that Hong Kong people sometimes can be quite 
impolite towards Filipino maids, but the maids must understand that we treat them 
unkindly at times, not because of their race, but because of their irresponsible 
attitudes and actions my aunt is working in Victoria Park as a cleaner. She 
often finds that Filipino maids after having a party have left leftovers of food and 
a large number of plastic forks and knives..…also, they have tried to raise money 
in the name of their church.•…also, they often sell their products like clothes, 
books, tapes and food without a proper license I find this irritating because on 
Sundays and public holidays, Central is turned into a location for hawkers•.… 
(SCMP, Sept. 4, 1995)." 
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Similar views were expressed in another published letter titled "Trying 
hard to be civil (SCMP, Sept. 1, 1995)." There is still action aimed at getting rid 
of Filipino domestic workers from Central. For example, Filipino maids who 
sing hymns have been told to get out of public parks and make better use of 
activity centers if they want to make a noise. There is a sign in the Hong Kong 
Zoological and Botanical Gardens, where domestic workers are frequently found, 
forbidding music, dancing and singing. The sign wrote this: ‘No music, singing 
and religious gathering in the gardens' (SCMP, April 18, 1997). 
Opposition from the public over the setting up of the extra 
accommodation centres for Filipino maids during holidays 
Various methods have been suggested and made in order to tackle the 
problem. For example, some government officials have urged the domestic 
helpers themselves to bear the clean-up responsibility.^^ In view of the 
congestion problems in Central, additional centers have been opened up. 
However, the ideas have stirred oppositional feelings from local residents, 
especially for those living near the proposed centres. For example, residents 
who live on Wharf Road at North Point remained opposed to the plan to use a 
school in their neighborhood for the welfare of Filipino workers (SCMP, April 
26, 1995). North residents have opposed the conversion of the Po Leung Kuk 
school into an activity center for fear that it might cause problems with traffic, 
littering and hawking (Hong Kong Standard, Feb. 3, 1995). Residents in Sai 
Kung also complained about the choral performances that take place each Sunday 
by Filipino maids (SCMP, March 20, 1995). Another example is that: “since 4 
December, 1994，the Clementi Secondary School in North Point has been a 
Sunday center for Filipinos. The plan, however, has been delayed by opposition 
12 In South China Moming Post issued on May 31，1995, there was a news report about government 
officials asking domestic helpers to clean-up the Statue Square. It wrote that: "Domestic helpers will 
be asked to clean up Statue Square in Central, as part of the new Keep Hong Kong Clean Campaign. 
The vice-chairman of the campaign's steering committee said, "It is not discrimination. If you work 
and live in Hong Kong, you should also bear the duties of a Hong Kong resident." 
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from local residents who fear noise, traffic and hawking from the maids will 
disrupt their neighborhood Many foreign domestic helpers hesitate to go to 
the schools because they are too far from remittance centers and Filipino shops 
(Hong Kong Standard, Jan. 23，1995).” 
The only successful center is the one far away from local residential area -
Pinoy World in Kowloon Circle. Opened on January 22, 1995, Pinoy World 
was a new commercial arcade catering for Filipino domestic helpers, workers and 
professionals at that time. The word "Pinoy" is a term of endearment among 
Filipinos. Since the late 1980s, Central has become a favorite haunt for Filipino 
maids because most of the shops that sell Filipino products are concentrated in the 
area. The area also plays host to a number of remittance centers and Philippine 
banks. Pinoy World is an alternative with its cinema, shops, remittance centers 
and restaurants designed to serve Filipinos who prefer to be entertained by a band 
from back home. Filipinos in Hong Kong can have a place which they can call 
their own. It is a place where they need not worry about being expelled by local 
residents (Hong Kong Standard, Jan. 23, 1995). 
The call for Chinese maids from mainland China, 1996 — a question 
of racial and cultural difference 
In 1996, with the approach of the 1997 handover of Hong Kong from 
British rule to Chinese sovereignty, the tie between the two became closer and 
closer. There have been some voices from the public to urge the coming of 
mainlanders to be hired as domestic workers in Hong Kong. Advocates highlight 
the advantages of cultural and racial affinity of Chinese domestic workers. 
In fact, cultural and racial difference are believed to be one of the reasons 
why general public feel dissatisfied about the Filipino maids. The cultural and 
racial difference, as well as the shortcomings of Filipino maids are more 
obvious when we compared them with mainland domestic helpers. 
Constable (1996) has given a detailed comparison between Chinese maids 
and foreign maids in Hong Kong. She pointed out that very few Chinese women 
domestic workers worked as live-in maids in Hong Kong in the early 1990s, yet 
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very powerful ideas about them persisted. She specifically discussed two types of 
Chinese domestic workers in Hong Kong's history: muijai (a type of 
bondservant) and sohei (a type of spinster amah). When compared with Chinese 
domestic helpers, foreign workers are often thought to be lack of discipline and 
dedication. Many Hong Kong Chinese suggest that the problems encountered by 
employers with their foreign servants today are stemmed primarily from the 
simple fact that these workers are "foreign". 
The images of muijai and sohei, as discussed by Constable as well as 
portrayed in the old black-and-white films, were loyal and selfless. Constable 
further argued cultural similarity in food-ways, language and child-rearing habits 
make Chinese domestic helpers a near perfect servant. She argued the most 
important source of conflict between foreign maids and local employers was 
rooted in the unrealistic expectations that foreign maids should be as 
"subservient" and "selfless" as muijai and sohei. 
Constable, at least, was correct in pointing out that comparison between 
foreign maids with Chinese maids is unavoidable. Such kind of comparison by 
Hong Kong people still exists in present times, even though many "new" 
middle-class families may not have a clear idea of muijai and sohei. Apart from 
the faithful and loyal images of Chinese maids, similarity in language and cultural 
practices do favor the local Hong Kong Chinese people. 
In 1996, there were suggestions about allowing the mainland people to 
come to Hong Kong as domestic helpers after 1997. Many advocates believe 
that the culture of mainlanders is similar to Hong Kong people. Their lifestyle is 
also similar. And most important, there is no language barrier between the two 
parties. It is believed that most Hong Kong people would like to employ them, 
especially for those new mainland immigrants (Daily News, July 15, 1996; Ming 
Pao, July 22, 1996; Commercial Daily, July 23, 1996). Although the position of 
Filipinos as domestic workers have been well established in Hong Kong, many of 
them can foresee the threat of these competitors from mainland China (Oriental 
Daily, July 17, 1996). 
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Besides being compared with mainlanders, Filipino maids are also subject 
to comparison with maids from other countries like Indonesia, Thailand, Nepal 
and Sri Lanka. In the comparison, Filipino maids are the most "cunning" 
group. They have the lowest moral standard and are open to sex. They are the 
most aggressive, for their large number here that their cohesion is strong in 
fighting for their rights. They are criticized as "generally too young", implying 
that they are likely to indecently attract or seduce the male members in the family. 
The majority of them are Catholics which is not well-accepted by most of the 
Hong Kong Chinese (especially the old) who practice Taoism or Buddhism. 
(Hong Kong Economic Times, Nov. 1, 1996) On the other hand, Thai maids, 
with their faith in Buddhism, are thought of as more "disciplined" by Buddhist 
Chinese families. 
There are also comments like "Indonesia maids are better than Filipino 
maids. They are generally more naive and obedient." As Indonesia is a Islamic 
country, traditionally, women are not allowed to enter the temple. Therefore, 
they are generally more introvert, unlike Filipino maids who like fooling around 
on streets. Filipino maids are also too much in number, thus badly influencing 
each other and easily to be taught incorrectly (Oriental Daily, Oct. 21, 1997). 
There have been some "education programmes" for the Filipino maids 
who work in Hong Kong. They have been initiated by local population in order 
to re-educate the Filipino maids. The point is that the child-rearing concept and 
methods adopted by Filipino maids cannot be applied to Hong Kong. For 
example, the Philippines is hot throughout the year. Many of the Filipinas do not 
know how to care for a baby during the cold winter. Moreover, people in the 
Philippines are not as well offas those in Hong Kong. Most of themjust use cloth 
as diaper rather than using disposable one. And they are not as hygienic as Hong 
Kong people (Oriental Daily News, Sept. 29, 1996). 
The conflicts and misunderstandings do have their cultural 
explanations. For example, while Filipinos generally take a bath at least twice a 
day, Hong Kong Chinese would think that they waste lots of water. The same act 
may even imply “the desire for sex" for the people in Middle East countries. This 
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explains the frequent reports of rape case in the Middle East. Unfamiliar in 
Chinese culture sometimes arouse hostile feelings from Hong Kong people. For 
example, at the wedding of two famous stars in Hong Kong, the Filipino maid cut 
the “lotus root"(蓮藕）into pieces because the refrigerator had not enough space. 
According to Chinese culture, the use "lotus root" in marriage signifies that “the 
couples' love will last year by year." The act of cutting it into pieces at the 
marriage ceremony is certainly a serious taboo (Apple Daily, Dec. 20, 1997). 
Apart from cultural difference, there is also language difference between 
the two parties. But language difference has aroused a mixed feeling, which is 
not necessarily a bad feedback, for the employers side. While many employers 
welcome their Filipino maids to be an English tutor for their children, Filipino 
maids are simultaneously accused of their improper "Filipino-style English" on 
children. A local newspapers report once has a lead like this: "Imagine the 
embarrassment for a mother dropping her child off at school on his first day to 
discover that her little poppet cannot string together a sentence in his mother 
tongue. Picture then her excruciating shame when after drawing a blank at his 
native language, her darling chirpily greets his teacher in fluent Tagalog." 
(Eastem Express, March 27, 1995) The lead was then followed by the comment 
that: "As couples with kids will know, the typical Hong Kong toddler is no 
longer taken through his early paces by a wise and clucky homebound mother, 
', 
but by a domestic helper hailing from distant lands and yanking in foreign 
tongues." 
5.3 Collective Social Practices of Hong Kong People towards the Filipino 
Domestic Helpers at Societal Level 
The collective social practices (at societal level) of Hong Kong people 
towards the Filipino domestic helpers have already been partly revealed in the 
social protests against Filipino maids. It has shown that some of the Hong Kong 
people expelled the group ofFilipino domestic helpers from public areas. Other 
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than these, the following section also identifies other collective social practices 
by Hong Kong people. 
Isolated from Hong Kong public and being prevented from using the 
public spaces 
The previous section has shown how the social protest over the Statue 
Square Problem tried to “drive away" the Filipino domestic helpers from public 
spaces. It also reveals how the Hong Kong public prevented the gatherings of 
Filipino domestic helpers nearby their living places, by expressing oppositions 
over the setting up of accommodation centres for the Filipino maids. 
Generally, the Filipino domestic maids in Hong Kong feel that they are 
ignored or looked down upon by the local population. They are often not allowed 
to use hotel lavatories or lobbies, which are actually open to the general public. 
They are sometimes asked to leave the shops or market stalls (French, 1986). 
Moreover, some Filipino maids have been told to get out of public parks. There 
was a sign in the Hong Kong Zoological and Botanical Gardens, where domestic 
workers are frequently found, forbidding music, dancing and singing. The sign 
wrote "No music, singing and religion gathering in the gardens" (SCMP, April 
18, 1997). 
Therefore, Filipino domestic helpers in Hong Kong have formed a 
distinctive community that is quite isolated from the established grou'p. As 
concluded by French (1986), Filipino maids, being the temporary contract 
workers, develop very little identity with Hong Kong and with the values of the 
host population. Rarely do they read Hong Kong local newspapers and have local 
friends. They remain a tightly-knit ethnic minority group whose goals and values 
differ from the host population. 
There are a number of reason explaining their distinctive and isolated 
pattern. The utmost reason is their uniqueness - uniqueness in their nature of 
work as live-in maids; uniqueness in their reasons of migration; uniqueness in 
their language, race, color and cultures. All these uniqueness inherently make 
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them a distinctive group that differ significantly from the larger society. Apart 
from that, they have been confined and isolated both physically and culturally. 
Giving them a collective name “bun mui,,(賓妹) 
Not only are the Filipino domestic helpers confined and isolated 
physically by the local public, but also are they isolated culturally. It is notable 
from the use of "bun mui,,(賓妹)，a Cantonese term, as a collective name for all 
Filipino domestic helpers in Hong Kong. The term is widely used among the 
general public and it even has been used in news headlines (see for example, 
Ming Pao, Nov. 6, 1996 and Dec. 9, 1997. Refer also to Appendix X). Literally, 
the term means “the Philippines girls”，especially those come here as domestic 
servants. The word “bun,, actually refers to the nationality of the Philippines 
while the second word “muf, refers to “muijaf,(妹仔)，meaning servants. There 
have been various different opinions on whether the term is discriminatory or not. 
But surely, the term is not a positive one and has aroused uneasy feelings among 
some Filipino maids. Strictly speaking, the term implies a sense of slavery. 
Apart from the meaning of the term, it also reinforces and highlights the ideas of 
Filipino maids as a distinctive racial minority group. 
Generally being looked down 
"'/ 
Two typical cases can further illustrate the "discriminatory" social 
practices ofHong Kong people towards this particular cultural ethnic group: 
A news article reported hundreds of Filipino maids found themselves 
thrown out of work during the festive seasons, as employers tightened their belts 
and swept out all "things they don't like" before the Lunar New Year. Apart form 
the practical reason that their employers were taking a long vocation, there is also 
a Chinese superstitious belief that “you should get rid of things you don't like 
before the New Year in order to have a lucky year ahead(Hong Kong Standard, 
Feb. 5, 1995).” 
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Another case is about a seemingly racial discrimination case induced by a 
large international airline. In the case, one international airline has been accused 
of fudging allegations that its cabin staff treated a Filipina traveling business class 
with disrespect. The Filipino nanny was traveling with her employers to Penang 
for a family holiday when she was given economy-class food in the plane's 
business class section. Moreover, the staff were overheard using the disdainful 
Cantonese term bun mui (Philippine girl)(賓妹).Apart from these, cabin staff 
asked the maid to show her boarding pass three times before take-off to prove she 
was the rightful passenger occupying the HK$7,700 seat (about US$1,000). 
Even though the airline explained that business class’ meals had run out, the 
business section was in fact only half full at that time (Eastem Express, Feb. 8, 
1995). 
It has been revealed that the host population carries negative sentiments 
and reactions towards Filipino maids. Filipino domestic helpers are thought of as 
selfish and irresponsible guests who take much but give little in retum. Some of 
the negative attitudes and conflicts are believed to be rooted in cultural and racial 
differences. Moreover, Filipino maids have a rigid collective identity defined by 
the established group. They all share the collective name of bun mui, which 
actually carries a little bit discriminatory connotation. Their areas of activity are 
physically confined and simultaneously they are physically expelled from the 
public. Racially and culturally, they are sometimes “looked down" and "ignored" 
by the public. 
This chapter has provided an account on the cultural representation of 
Filipino domestic helpers. Not only are the media representations are looked at, 
but also the more concrete details of the public sentiments and collective social 
practices at societal level are discussed. The negative public sentiments and 
discriminatory collective social practices indicate that the Filipino domestic 
helpers are not a welcome or accepted group. To sum it up, three significant 
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features of the construction and depiction of their cultural representations are 
confirmed: 
First, Filipino maids in Hong Kong are oppressed and restricted. Their 
activity is confined to certain areas. Their roles in the political, economic and 
entertainment arena are ignored. They have formed a uniform collective identity 
in this society. Positive stories or social actions presenting their point ofview are 
under-represented. 
Second, a negative image of Filipino maid is presented regularly in the 
media. The description of"unclean hands and feet" is frequently occurred. Being 
described as “bombs，，implies the maids' potential danger and threat. The image 
of “fox elf ' arouses jealousy of female employers. All these imply they are 
deserved to be controlled. Negative stories about them are over-represented. 
Third, both of the public sentiments and collective social practices of 
Hong Kong people towards the Filipino domestic helpers are rather negative. 
Some of them are even discriminatory. All these confirm that Filipino domestic 
helpers are not welcomed by Hong Kong people. They are seen as trouble-
maker, and an inferior, selfish, irresponsible group who take much but give little 
in retum. 
On the whole, their cultural representation has created something 
consistent, probably through intertextuality that follows expected structure with 
predictable stock of content (Beger, 1991:20). Based on the themes identified in 
this chapter, the next chapter goes on to the interplay between cultural 
representation ofFilipino maids and social practices of the employers. 
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Chapter Six: The Interplay between Cultural Representations and 
Social Practices — Findings and Discussion 
This chapter probes the interaction and interplay between those cultural 
representations (which operates in public domain) and the social practices of 
Hong Kong employers towards their maids (which operates in the private 
domain, i.e. family setting). Four main parts will be presented: 
(a) To present the general findings. This section will figure out a general 
picture of the respondents, for example, their reasons for getting a 
maid and their general relationship with the maids. It also illustrates 
the basic social practices adopted by the employers towards their 
Filipino maids. 
(b) To present supporting data under each general findings on social 
practices. What are the cultural references the employers refer to that 
explain the adoption of different social practices. This study takes in-
depth interviews that allow ample room to explore various forms of 
cultural references.. 
(c) To present the dominant patterns of the interplay between cultural 
representations and social practices. 
(d) To discuss the link between the findings with previous researches and 
theoretical perspective. ‘ 
It has been considered the importance to contextualize people's answers. 
Their responses have been placed in their own personal contexts. Their own 
circles of social relations have been considered and described. 
In each interview, respondents expressed themselves in the forms in 
which they normally speak, think and organize reality (Neuman, 1994:358). The 
primary issue was to generate data which gave an authentic insight into people's 
experiences (Silverman, 1993; Pauly, 1991). 
In this paper's analysis, three things have to be considered and constantly 
referred to: the first is the wider cultural context i.e. Hong Kong Chinese society. 
Second is the context of the individual respondent like their own social circles or 
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their husband-and-wife relationship. That is, the meaning should be made sense 
within the framework of lives of individual respondent. Third, instead of doing 
line-by-line coding of the respondents' answers, the whole interaction process 
between the respondents and the interviewer should be paid attention to. 
6.1 General findings 
It is important to contextualize the "execution" of social practices. Under 
what circumstances do the respondents decide to hire a maid? When a maid enter 
into a family, what change does she bring? What is the relationship between the 
maid and the employers? These are the questions concerned for the context of 
carrying out different forms of social practices. 
Reasons ofhiring Filipino domestic helpers: 
Similar to what has been found in the West, respondents who hire 
domestic helpers are characterized by better economic status, better education, 
long working hours and families with infants and children (Kuhithau and 
Manson, 1996; Glass and Beth Estes, 1996). Generally, most of them get a 
Filipino maid to care for their newbom baby, thus allowing the woman to 
participate the workforce after the baby is bom, and allowing them to earti two 
incomes. Pregnancy seems to be a watershed for employers to get a live-in 
domestic maid. Nearly all the respondents (except two households) got their first 
domestic maid during the women's pregnancy or after the baby was bom. 
For instances, most of them were reluctant to pass their babies on their 
relatives like grandmothers. The typical answer is, “I don't want my mother-in-
law to take care of my baby. She is old and sometimes she is sick. I f I go to work 
and let my mother-in-law to do it (take care of the baby), I feel nervous about both 
the old and the child." (Ping) Another employer preferred a maid to her mother-
in-law because the maid was easier to be controlled. She expressed, “I can tell the 
maid to do this and not to do that. But I just can't yell at my mother-in-law to do 
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this and don't do that. I can set up the rules of caring for the baby and ask the 
maid to follow them. But do you think I can command my mother-in-law to 
follow my instructions?" (Mei) 
Nearly all respondents were unwilling or had never thought oftaking their 
babies or children to either government-operated or private child care centres. 
One ofthe reasons is the scarcity of such services nearby to their living places or 
working places. More important is people's low confidence in the care centres' 
hygiene and quality of services. One respondent expressed, “There is only one 
carer to take care ofa group of children?! I doubt ofhow much care and attention 
will be shared by each child. I just wonder how a child can be looked after 
properly in such an environment. Moreover, I am afraid of the spread ofdiseases 
among the children." (Mimi) 
Apart from the need of delegating the task of child care and the women's 
participation in workforce, doing household task is another valued reason for 
hiring a domestic maid. Generally, the respondents regard household work as a 
heavy burden. Some expressed that they would be exhausted if they managed 
both office work and household responsibility. One respondent said, “It is very 
important to be free from household work. I can go out to see movie with my 
husband without any burden." (Vicky) 
Impact on division ofhousehold labour and role of women: ‘ 
The "invasion" by a foreign domestic maid into a family setting obviously 
has a great impact on the family. She undoubtedly becomes the main physical 
supporter of the family. All housework are taken and controlled by her. Maids 
are foreigners, they are outsiders, but they are very close to the family lives. 
There is an old Chinese saying that it is the duty of a woman to support her 
husband and teach her children (才目夫敎子).Most ofthe female respondents still 
adhere to this Chinese virtue as much as they can, in order to achieve a balance 
between being a "working woman" and a "mother" or a "housewife". 
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The scope of duties taken by the respondents' maids are mainly manual 
work like cooking, cleaning, caring for the baby, caring for the elderly, and do the 
laundry. But a number of female respondents insist doing the cooking herself 
when it is her husband's birthday. One female respondent said, "The only day I 
will cook the meal is on my husband's birthday. I think it is the time for me 
to express my care to him. I think my husband, in fact most of the men, likes his 
wife to cook the meal for him." (Vicky). 
Only one respondent required her maid to supervise her child's 
homework. Others prefer reserving those more "motherhood" duties like 
teaching the child by themselves, as noted by two respondents: “I think the child 
should be taught by its parents. I don't let my maid to do it..…I teach my child 
about politeness, respect with others, sharing with others. I don't think the maid 
can teach my child these aspects!" (Sandy) “1 don't prefer and even allow my 
maid to perform the teacher's role. I think this is not good for my child." (Ping) 
Ping's experience can further illustrate the role of women and role 
conflicts associated with the presence of a maid. It is because she has hired a 
maid for two years. Now, she just changed from being a working woman to a 
full-time housewife. This status change has made her feel that “she is a real 
mother now". 
/ 
Ping: “I sometimes felt jealous ...my daughters were so good with my 
maid. I remember one time we went to camping last year. My maids also went. She 
held my daughter while she was sleeping. When the maid went to the toilet and my 
daughter woke up, she insisted on following the maid. She didn't want to come with 
me." "In order to compensate....or make myself more comfortable, I used to feed 
my daughter at dinner-time, to get more contact with my daughter. I also teach her 
to use right-hand to write••...but anyway, that would not help much." 
Interviewer: How about now? 
Ping: “I felt like a half mother before. But I'm now a real mother. I feel 
they (her two daughters) are really my daughters Ha....probably they (her 
daughters) have no choice. They have to stick with me “ 
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Although the women, to a great extent, are breadwinners and are free from 
most ofthe housework, it seems a equal husband-and-wife relationship cannot be 
achieved (see also Choi and Lee, 1997). In the present study, it is still the women 
who take part in assigning the tasks to the Filipino maids. Probably for this 
reasons, the female respondents generally have a better relationship or more 
communications with their maids, compared with their male counterparts. It is 
usually the women who take part in chatting, sharing or engaging a causal talk 
with the maid. However, it should be noted that, for most cases, the agent of 
carrying out the social practices on the maids is also the women. The tasks or 
responsibilities of controlling, checking or supervising the maids are usually 
taken by women, although the women may not want to do so. The following 
conversation illustrated this in point: 
Interviewer: Did you have any conflicts or arguments with your husband 
over your maids' matters? 
Mimi: Yes....let's say for one time, my husband was very dissatisfied 
with my maids... She (the maid) did not help my daughter to change her uniform 
since my daughter came back for a while. My husband noticed that and thought 
that the maid was not doing herjob. He thought the maid reacted too slowly. He 
was in the house but he didn't talk to the maid. Instead, he phoned to me and 
asked me to blame on her. [laughing forcefully] He always complains to me. I 
found him very troublesome and I feel very disturbing and annoying, you know, I 
was in the office. I don't know why didn't he talk to the maid directly." 
/ 
General relationships between employers and domestic helpers: 
Unlike other forms of interpersonal relationships, the employer-domestic 
relationship is a kind of "contradictory" relationship -- it is intimate (at least 
physically) but is also distant (most ofthe time psychologically). 
The majority of employers show dissatisfactions towards their maids in 
varying degrees. Most of the relationships described are distant and distrustful. 
About half of the respondents expressed and agreed the saying that "getting a 
good maid is lucky". Only one respondent used intimate and caring to describe 
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her relationship with her maid. Most of the respondents generally considered 
their maids as ''wairerf' (i.e. outsider). 
Name-calling is indeed a good indicator of social psychological distance， 
both in horizontal and hierarchical senses (Rollins, 1985:158-159). The majority 
of employers call their maids by their first name while in tum they prefer or 
sometimes require their maids to call them by a hierarchical indicator like "Sir", 
“Madam”，"Mr." or “Mrs.，’. Although all respondents can communicate with the 
maids in English, most of them expressed they did not talk with their maids often. 
General social practices adopted: 
A wide range of social practices are found in the interviewees' responses. 
Social practices are imposed on the maids based on the employers' 
understandings, perceptions, beliefs, social rules, principles and feelings on, and 
stimulation from cultural representation (of Filipino domestic helpers in Hong 
Kong) and their own condition. They are taken in different forms and range from 
mild to radical, from soft to harsh, from indirect to direct. Some of the social 
practices aim at controlling the maids' behavior while some aim at securing the 
family members' health and family's assets. 
As pointed out before, most of the respondents hold distrustful attitude 
towards their maids. One household admitted that it has installed a video 
camera to check the maids' behavior at home secretly. They did it because 
they knew from newspaper report that others did it too. They had their own 
defense forjustifying this act: "We did it for knowing what happens when we're 
out. I feel nervous about my baby. I don't know what happens to my baby 
everyday we only did it (installed the camera) in the living room. I think as 
long as we didn't use it in toilet or bedroom, it would not pose any problems." 
(Lo) 
The nature of social practice can also be mild. Some try to establish a 
good relationship with the maids in order to "exchange" for a better treatment or 
performance by the maids. This kind of "trade-off deal" has been reflected in 
one respondent's answer: 
87 
“I always spend time in chatting with her [her maid]. I think I need to know 
more about her. I want to know more about her family as well. That help me to 
evaluate her. I need to know what happened to her, like whether she has borrowed 
money from others ，，[why?] “To make her feel good so that she will treat my 
daughters better." (Ping) 
Most respondents adopted an "indirect" ways of"control tactics". They 
fear that the obvious practices posing on the maids would provoke the maids' 
anger and uneasy feeling. The maids in tum may "transfer" this uneasy feelings 
on the family's members. Such kind of "fear-but-control" psychological feeling 
lead to the “indirect，’ (at least in the surface, it is indirect) social practices. 
Almost all respondents expressed they would check their maids by 
phoning to home or coming back home suddenly. If they could not do this by 
themselves, they would ask others to do this for them. When they phone to home 
or come back home, they would use questions or reasons like “Is my baby 
sleeping now?", “Can I talk to my son?", “I forgot to take something....I just 
want to get something back", "Fm free in the aftemoon and I want to have a rest 
here." One respondent said, “I always send my mother-in-law and sister-in-law 
to go to my house suddenly. I want to give her (her maid) some ‘warning，and 
'psychological threats'. They will report to me about what my maid is doing. 
Personally I don't like living in Cheung Chau (an outlying island where is far 
/ 
from urban areas). But my mother-in-law is living there. I thought I at least can 
have someone who can be free to check on my maid." (Shirley) At the end ofthe 
interview with Shirley, she used mobile phone to talk to her friend. She said, 
‘Tm going to buy two cans of abalone. Will you go with me? One [can] is 
for myselfand the other one is for my neighbor who helped me check on my maid 
for most of time." 
Most of the employers adopt this kind of"checklng tactics" because they 
consider these acts as a kind of "warning" to the maids 一 a waming that signifies 
the idea that: “Your employers may come back at any time. Behave yourself." 
For instances, the adoption of such "checking tactics” sometimes may not be 
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obviously imposed. For example, one employer insists on bathing for her baby 
because she wants to "check" whether the baby has been hit by the maid or not. 
Apart from the “checking tactics", a few employers suggested some 
“testing tactics". These tactics are usually employed at the beginning of the 
employment period (usually within half a year). A typical employer's act is to 
observe the maid at least at the beginning half of the year. (Vicky) Those tactics 
aim at testing the character, especially whether the maid is honest or not, as well 
as the behavior of the maids. Examples of such "testing tactics" include: The 
employer deliberately placed a five-hundred note on the ground behind the sofa. 
She copied down the number of the note before, and to see whether her maid 
would steal that note when she went out to work. Another employer said she had 
deliberately placed two pieces of hairs in the opening gap of the drawer. She 
believed that if the hairs fall down or disappear, the maid should have been 
opened the drawer. 
As a kind of employer-employee relationship, some social practices aim 
at controlling the maids' working performance and safeguard the family's 
property. Money is a sensitive issue for most employers. They generally control 
the maids' expenditure and prevent the maids from buying expensive things 
which are not deserved to be. What they are actually concerned about is that the 
maids are getting "extra benefits" from their employers' pocket. About half of 
the respondents asked their maids to keep the shopping receipts for' their 
references. One respondent even buys the food herself andjust lets her maid to 
cook it. A few employers do not give their maids the door keys. Some would 
check the food, especially the expensive food, in the refrigerator frequently to see 
ifthe maid had taken away any food. One said, “I used to check the amount of 
bird's nests in the refrigerator frequently." (Mimi) In order to control the maids' 
all possibilities of "unnecessary" expenditure, all respondents have long distance 
call security and collect call security (customer controllable with password) that 
all outgoing chargeable calls and incoming collect calls will be barred. 
Moreover, many would lock theirjewelry or money notes in a safer place. 
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Social practices do not start only when the maid comes to the 
workplace. They start when the employer chooses the maid. Every employer 
has their own set of criteria in choosing a maid. These criteria can be viewed as a 
set of expectations, perceptions, and their general understanding to the Filipino 
maids. Even though most employers got their maids through employment 
agencies, they relied on the opinion from their friends, relatives or colleagues. 
Respondents were asked to recall the scene that how they got a maid, through 
what channels, by what criteria, by asking what kinds of interview questions etc. 
Generally, age, marital status and appearance are the three basic areas that the 
potential employers have to consider. The largely accepted range of age for an 
ideal maid is late twenty to early thirty. Relatively larger proportion of 
respondents prefer a married maid with children. When mentioned about the 
appearance, all reject a beautiful, and bewitching maid. They generally require 
no make-up and no painted long nail. One respondent strictly demands short hair. 
They generally prefer a below-average appearance standard. What they really 
concem the most is the maids' character. However, most of the respondents 
cannot be sure of the maid's character by just one or two time(s) interviews. 
However, religious belief in Catholics or Christianity gives confidence to 
potential employers. A maid who is Catholic or Christian present the image of 
"well-behaved", "moral" and "disciplined". Ability in speaking Cantonese is not 
a concem for all the respondents interviewed. As most of them are educated, they 
manage to use English as a communication medium. 
When an employer chooses a maid, he / she at the same time use 
"avoidance tactics" — avoiding a maid who is too pretty, avoiding a maid who is 
too young, avoid a maid who is married / unmarried etc. The “avoidance tactic" 
is used to screen out the possibility of getting a bad maid, and the possibility of 
any negative impact on the family caused by the maid. It is difficult to use 
"avoidance tactic" after the maid has entered the family. It seems that the 
employer cannot avoid but control, test and check. But still, one respondent 
offered an example on "avoidance tactic" in her everyday life: Sandy, a working 
mother, hired a Filipino maid since she was pregnant. Before the baby was six 
90 
months old, she kept on caring the baby herself. After that, she went to work. 
She decided to put the baby to pre-school when the baby reached two. Her reason 
behind was that she wanted to minimize the time of the maid spent with her baby 
together. She said she felt nervous that her baby was together with the maid for a 
whole day. 
From the time that employers decides to hire a maid, up to the time that 
the maid leaves, different forms of social practices are carried out by the 
employers. The wide range of social practice indicates the employers are 
generally distrustful and suspicious of their maids. The following part is a further 
elaboration on the employers' rationale and beliefs behind their social practices. 
6.2 Rationales and Beliefs Behind Employers' Social Practices 
(a) Employers' rationales and beliefs: 
Every respondent has his / her own reason(s) forjustifying a certain form 
ofsocial practice towards the maid. As shown in Chapter one, it has been pointed 
out that there is a set ofconsiderations and pre-conditions that govem how people 
act and choose. Basically, the achievement of a social practice depends on: one's 
understandings of the action; and explicit social rules, principle, instructions, 
perceptions, purposes, beliefs, emotions and moods (i.e. “teleaffective structure") 
(Schatzi, 1996:90). It is argued here that some of the employers' rationales and 
beliefs do come from the cultural representations of the Filipino maids in Hong 
Kong. 
A rationalized concem relating to social phenomenon 
While some researches on Filipino domestic helpers in Hong Kong 
mentioned the biased treatment towards the Filipina is due to their "race" 
(French, 1986; Chang and Groves, 1995; Constable, 1996), the findings of the 
present research show a stronger pragmatic concem rather than a racist concem. 
In fact, the respondents do carry a sense of"foreigness" when they deal with their 
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maids. They generally think that they are outsiders with different race from them. 
However, most of their distrustful and suspicious attitudes do not come from the 
idea of racial difference. This can be shown in their answers reacting to the 
question: "With the coming of 1997, the government might allow the coming of 
mainlanders (Chinese from Mainland China) to be the Chinese maids (the same 
race with Hong Kong people). If this is the case, would you prefer a Chinese one 
or a Filipino one? What do you feel about this?" 
Only one respondent advocates the coming of Chinese maids largely 
based on racial and cultural affinity. He said: 
"Fd rather give $3,860 (the current standard salary for Filipino 
maids in Hong Kong) to a Chinese maid instead of Filipino maids. The 
money, at least, will sent back to our homeland, not foreign country. It's 
really good. You see right now, all the money is being sent to the 
Philippines. They (the Filipinas) don't express any thanks to us. On the 
contrary, they continue to protest about low salaries and demand more 
so-called ‘processing fees'." 
"We (Chinese maid and I) can communicate. Filipino maids 
always pretend not to understand what I say. They pretend to be stupid 
but in fact want to avoid as much as responsibility. When I ask her to do 
things, she pretends not to listen. When [she] did the wrong thing, she 
pretends not to understand. This would not happen in Chinese maids. 
They know what you say. Even if they ask for money, you know their 
condition. You know how poor China is.” 
今 
‘‘We have the same cultural background and concepts. Filipino 
maids don't know that. We Chinese, if pregnant, should eat "vinegar 
ginger" (ginger boiled with vinegar, a kind of food that is believed to be 
healthy for women after giving a birth). [Pregnant women] should not 
eat cool food. But Filipino maids do not. They always say 'ice-cream, 
ice-cream, Coca Cola'." (Mr. Cheng) 
Mr. Cheng's answer did show a certain degree of racism towards the 
maids. For the same act - borrow money from the employers, he thought it is 
problematic and unjustifiable for Filipino maids to do so while it is 
understandable for the Chinese maids to ask for. He said, "We know mainlanders 
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are generally poor. We know their condition. It is expectable for them to borrow 
money." 
Except for Mr. Cheng, all other respondents preferred Filipino maids to 
Chinese maids. Surprisingly, they prefer the Filipino maids also based on the 
ground that "they [Filipino maids] are foreign". Several respondents do not like 
Chinese maids because their culture is too close. One respondent said, “The 
culture is too close. They (Chinese maid) know too much. And they know how 
to cheat us in a more "clever" way.” (Winky) 
Another male respondent expressed that he prefers a more distant 
"employer-employee" relationship with the maid. He said, “Chinese people 
emphasizes too much on 'quan xi，(relationship). This will cause many troubles. 
They may make use of the ‘quan xi ’ (close relationship) to get something from 
you, say, borrowing money or getting their relatives to Hong Kong. And you also 
feel embarrassed to reject them." (Wah) 
Apart from the cultural and racial concem, a much more related concem is 
rooted in social factors. There has been a large influx of new immigrants from 
China into Hong Kong for a long time. In recent years, there have been media 
reports about cases of Hong Kong men, (especially those frequently traveled to 
China for business) having “second wives’’ or "lovers" in China have been 
frequently reported in news and depicted in mainstream media. The respondents 
generally think Chinese women (here means Chinese from mainland China) are 
cunning and wants to come to Hong Kong for reasons other than money. One 
respondent said, “They (mainlanders) are all eager to come to Hong Kong, eam a 
living in Hong Kong and they even want to marry with Hong Kong men. Their 
purpose of coming here is not as simple as the Filipinos do." (Mei) 
They deserve to be controlled 
All respondents expressed that it was necessary to place certain restrictive 
measures (social practices) on their Filipino maids. In respond to the questions, 
“What are your main fear about your maid? What is your utmost concem with 
your maid?", more than half of the respondents uttered immediately the 
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Cantonese phrase that: "dirty feet and hands"(手胎0不乾、淨).When they were 
asked to elaborate on this, they generally refer “dirty feet and hands" as "the 
intention of stealing things". They all have the perception that Filipino maids are 
cunning. That's why most of the respondents try to lock up their jewelry and 
money notes, check the food in the refrigerator, and keep minimum valuable 
things at home as much as they can. About one-third of the employers require 
their to present the buying receipts. One employer avoids passing any money to 
her maid, therefore she does the shopping herself. 
The social practices towards the maids are in wide ranges and in various 
aspects which aim at controlling the maid's appearance, behavior, and outdoor 
activities. 
Most of the employers interviewed do not want a single beautiful maid. 
They also forbade their maids to wear make-up and dress in a sexy manner. A 
few female employers assume that: if the maid is unmarried, she might be 
looking for a man in Hong Kong. They might go along with other men in Hong 
Kong or indecently attract her husband. 
Nearly half of the respondents expressed a "naive" maid is a good maid. 
They generally relate the concept of "naive" with a Catholic or a Christian 
maid. They also do not want a maid who likes to go to the Statue Square all 
the time, thinking that they would be badly influenced by other maids. In 
, ', 
her employment interview with a maid, one respondent asked two questions: “Do 
you have any religious belief?" and "What do you usually do on Sundays?" In 
fact, the respondent personally has no religion but she preferred a (Christian) 
maid for reason other than religion. The two interview questions, according to 
the respondent, can reveal whether the maid is naive or not. She thought that if 
the maid goes to church on Sundays, she would not be fooling around on the 
streets and badly influenced by other maids. And those with religious belief 
should have a kind heart and reasonable mind. (Mrs. Lee) 
More than one-third of respondents has provided a working time-table for 
their maids. A few feared their maids may be lazy and irresponsible. One 
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respondent said, "She (the maid) sometimes pretend not understand my 
instructions. A time-table is the best, all with instructions in black and white." 
(Mr. Cheng) 
It is customary for all employers to take their maids for another body 
check before they started working, although the Philippines government has a 
policy on taking body check for each maid before they go overseas. When asked 
the reasons for getting another body check for the maid in Hong Kong, most refer 
to security and psychological comfort reasons. And there are a few mentioned 
the fear of AIDs and other sexually-transmitted disease. They consider the 
Filipino maid as “dirty，. Some also relied on the body check to check whether 
the maid had mental problem. One respondent said, “I asked the doctor 
whether the bun mui (the Filipino maid) has any mental problems. You don't 
know what will she do if you provoke her anger!" (Shirley) 
(b) Cultural references of social practices 
What are the cultural references of social practices. This can be shown, in 
the interviews, what are the things that the respondents make reference to, in view 
of the kinds of social practices they carry out. It is found that there are three main 
areas of references — knowledge of the Philippines, cultural representation 
(especially the media representation) and interpersonal network. 
/ 
Knowledge of the Philippines 
The image of the Philippines, in an economic, social and political sense, is 
rather negative. Most Hong Kong people's knowledge about the Philippines is 
come from the media, although personal observations and reasoning (such as 
traveling there) and others' articulations may also be the significant source. 
People tend to link the power and the style of the country with the character of the 
people there. Here, some of the social practices are subject to people's 
knowledge about the Philippines. Note the following conversation: 
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Mr. Cheng: “I fired her (the maid) because I knew that, at later times, she 
has heart diseases. But she did not tell me at the beginning." 
Interviewer: "Did you take her for a medical check up?" 
Mr. Cheng: “Yes, I did of course. Even though the agency claimed that the 
Philippines Government did body check for every maid before she was departed 
from their country, I still took her for another body check. I'll always remember 
that I had spent almost two thousands dollars (about US$260). I took her to the 
doctor offered by the Teachers' Association (a union for teachers in Hong Kong and 
Mr. Cheng is a teacher). I think it (the Teacher's Association) is more 
reliable... .and I chose the most expensive body check Everyone says we cannot 
trust the Philippines. That's why I took her for another expensive body check." 
Interviewer: "So, how did you know she had a heart disease?" 
Mr. Cheng: "She was always sick. Then, I took her to a private doctor and 
the doctor told me (that she had heart disease) I then asked her and finally she 
admitted that. She knew that before she came here.....I think she had given some 
"corruption money" to the doctor in the Philippines, so she could come here 
smoothly. I was really very angry at that time." 
Like other employers, Mr. Cheng took her maid to body check again 
before the maid started working. To a large extend, he does not trust the 
Philippines government's procedure. His suspicious attitude can be shown by his 
action of choosing the most expensive body check, thinking that would be more 
thorough. He mentioned several times about the corruption of the Philippines 
government. Therefore，in this case, the social practice of taking the maid for 
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another examination in Hong Kong is driven by the employer's (negative) 
knowledge towards the Philippines. 
Spontaneous references to media news and cultural representations 
To a certain extent, the respondents' understanding and perceptions 
towards the Filipino maids are come from the cultural representations ofFilipino 
maids in Hong Kong. In all interviews, respondents sometimes answered the 
questions with references to media news and cultural representations of Filipino 
maids. Their references are widely scattered throughout the interviews. And 
usually, they used past media news to support their uses of social practices on 
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their maids. Scenes like murder, child abuse, take revenge on employers are 
frequently articulated by the respondents and made references with. Such 
representations sometimes become the basis of the social practices on their maids. 
The following three conversations show this: 
Case one: 
Mr. Lau: “I strongly oppose people hiring a Filipino maid for caring a baby. 
Those people are stupid and brainless. How can they hire a stranger to take care of 
a baby? You don't know her (the maid) and she doesn't know you." 
Interviewer: So, what should they do then? 
Mr. Lau: “[They] should get their relatives to take care of the baby." 
Interviewer: But how about if they can't get one? 
Mr. Lau: "(taking a deep breath)……Chinese are like that. [They are] very 
stupid in the sense of "hugging Buddha's feet urgently" (don't prepare things in 
advance)(臣靠急抱佛胎口). They should hire a maid first, maybe half to one year and 
then get pregnant. You know, newbom baby can't express themselves. You can't 
leave a baby in the hands of a stranger. Anything can happen like giving a toe to 
feed the baby, throwing the baby out of the window.....everyone knows that. Ifshe 
(the maid) asks you to lend money butyou refuse, she will take the anger out on the 
baby...all these are common;, 
Case two: 
Wah: “I will not allow a maid who wear make-up. It is not necessary. She 
is doing domesticjob here. I know there are some Filipino maids (think for a 
while).....some Filipinas I should say but they should be Filipino maids... who 
take prostitutes 'Job in holidays....’， 
Wah: "What I concem the most is the maid treat the baby badly. People 
said (a story about) a Filipino maid put a toe into a baby's mouth. I don't know 
whether it's true or not....but anyway, the news of throwing a baby out ofthe 
window is shocking enough for me.” 
Case three: 
[Joyce who hasjust fired her maid as the maid had a fierce argument with 
her mother-in-law.] 
Joyce: "I'm very scared since I fired her ..…I mean, it was not a happy 
ending." 
[She did not ask the maid to leave immediately.] 
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Interviewer: "Like your case, some employers would ask the maid to leave 
immediately. Why don't you……” 
Joyce: "Actually, I would have preferred to dismiss her immediately...but 
my mother-in-law opposed. She (her mother-in-law) said we still need time to 
search for a new maid. So, she (the maid) will leave by end-March (two weeks 
later).，， 
Interviewer: "Why would you prefer your maid to leave immediately?" 
Joyce: "I'm afraid she would do something irrational....like adding poison 
to our dinner dishes"..puttingsome detergent...I'm afraid she would take revenge 
on us. There has been news about the maids take revenge on their 
employers....things like murder....I'm really very scared during these time." 
Interviewer: "So, what did you do or what are you going to do?" 
Joyce: "Oh...nothing can be done. We have put all our valuables in the 
bank's safe. And I pay more attention to her." 
It is shown, from the selected conversations, that certain understanding 
and perceptions of Filipino maids are come from the cultural representation of 
Filipinos. And those understanding and perceptions, in tum, are the basis for 
inducing certain social practices. For example, Wah's social practices of 
prohibiting his maid to wear make-up is based on the image ofprostitutes' work 
engaged by some Filipinos. Joyce's action oftaking up all valuable things away 
from home is based on the perception that "Filipino maids might take revenge on 
the employers when it is an unhappy ending over the contract's termination." 
It has shown that media images become part of people's everyday life and 
everyday conversations. They are constantly weaved and articulated. 
Sometimes, they are validated that may be transformed into or influence the 
actual practices of everyday life. 
In fact, employers are generally quite sensitive to the media images. One 
domestic helper organization has conducted a survey about the complaints of 
employers on their foreign maids. Of all complaints from employers, about 60% 
concerns with communication and lifestyle; 30% devoted to housework 
management; and not more than 1% is related to stealing, child abuse crime 
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related problems. It seems that the cultural representation of them make the 
employers very sensitive (The Mission for Filipino Migrant Workers Database, 
1995). 
Interpersonal networking 
The other major source of giving shape to people's social practices on 
Filipino maids is through interpersonal networking. Most of the respondents 
would seek advice from their relatives, friends, or workmates before hiring a 
maid. Sometimes, their relatives and friends would give suggestions on the 
treatments on the maids. Apart from references to cultural representations ofthe 
Filipino maids, in the interviewees' responses, some also make references to their 
relatives and friends' comments, suggestions and experiences. In Sandy's case, 
she believed a young maid is generally irresponsible and playful. Her belief is 
largely based on her friends' comments and experience: 
Interviewer: Recall back to your interview with the potential maids, what 
criteria did you have in mind in choosing a maid for your family? 
Sandy: An older one. I mean, it is not necessary very old but it must not be 
young! Those late ten to early twenty are troublesome. Actually, the older the 
better. Iheardfrom my workmate that she (her workmate) had a Filipino maid who 
is just twenty. And she (the maid) went out to play and play overnight on Silent 
Night, without informing her masters. This is too bad ‘ 
Similar to Sandy, Mei got ideas about Filipino maids from her husband's 
sister. She even pointed out that she did not actively seek for advice. On the 
contrary, her relatives and friends actively gave her suggestions: 
Interviewer: Before you decided to get a maid, from which channel did you 
get advice for? How did you get advice? 
Mei: What advice? 
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Interviewer: Advice for getting a suitable maid, like the criteria...any kind? 
Mei: I sQQ...From my husband's sister. She has a Filipino maid. In fact, 
there is no need for me to ask them. When I mentioned about hiring a maid, they 
actively tell me what I should pay attention to. They also went with me when I 
chose the maid in the agency. 
Interviewer: What tips did they give you? 
Mei: A lot.. • .like don't allow the maid to have long hair and long nail. It is 
better to have a married maid. Don't give her the door key too early...actually 
there's a lot... 
There are different sources that give shape on the employers' social 
practices to Filipino maids. It is difficult to say which channel is more 
significant, as each individual has his / her own circles of social relation and each 
of them construct his / her own reality. The coming section will focus on the 
interplay between cultural representations of Filipino maids and social practices 
of employers. 
6.3 Interplay between cultural representations and social practices 
It has been shown in Chapter five that the cultural representation of 
Filipino maids is rather negative. The images of dangerous, bewitching, 
irresponsible, dishonest and cunning maid are frequently presented. This, to a 
certain extent, forms people's perceptions, understanding and attitudes towards 
the Filipino maid. And this in tum may become the references or basis to induce 
certain kinds of social practices on the maids by employers. 
Although people constantly make reference to the cultural representation, 
they do not wholly rely on it. Moreover, when cultural representations come into 
the social reality, maybe in the form of social practices, it will encounter many 
contingencies. This section aim at tracing the dominant patterns of the interplay 
and the elements in between. 
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Negotiating with media images 
In general, news reports are intended not to be open but leading to a 
uniform informational end, while serials and soap operas are often loosely 
articulated and lead themselves to varied "readings". In the case of commercial 
advertisements, while they are intended to achieve a long-term goal benefiting 
the product advertised, the form of advertisement can range from the playful and 
ambiguous to the one-dimensional “hard sell" or simple announcement 
(McQuail, 1995:239). In general, news reports have the strongest sense of 
realism. In this present study, most of the respondents make references only to 
news report. No one mentioned the television serials or films which are about 
domestic helpers. 
The "readings" of the news report are sometimes of practical concern. 
One respondent expressed that she pays attention to the news about the salary 
adjustment ofFilipino maids. 
There are signs of carrying out certain social practices according to what 
is presented in news reports. However, each individual / family found its own 
way to "negotiate" with the cultural representation. They have different types of 
readings, different forms of involvement, different mechanisms of self-defense. 
Note the following example: 
• 
Mei: "(talking about the cases revenge of the maids) I heard 
something like a Filipino maid put a piece of napkin in the drinking pot. I don't 
know whether it is true or not. But it is disgusting." 
Interviewer: "Are you afraid?" 
Mei: (smile and think) “No... .1 do not think my maid would do that." 
Rarely do the respondents read the story in oppositional terms. They 
generally believe on the representations and show little doubt on that. Rather, 
what they would do is to restructure or modify their readings to suit into their 
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everyday life. Therefore, when cultural representations enter into social 
practices (actualization), it is a more rationalized process. Rarely people are 
just "couch potatoes" (watch whatever and get whatever). Note the following 
examples ofhow a respondent modified and made use of a media message: 
[Example one] 
Interviewer: When you heard about news concerning Filipino maids 
committing crimes, like murder, killing their employers, child abuse...what was 
your feeling? 
Ping: Not very worried. I even told my maid about those news. I will tell 
her the news stories and discussed the stories with her. 
Interviewer: Why? 
Ping: To see what is her reaction. And most importantly, to give a signal 
to her that she should not behave as the maids (in the news stories) did……I know 
my maid will not engage in murder or child abuse. But I still have the 
responsibility to tell her this (the case depicted in the news story) is wrong. 
[Example two] 
Interview: There are news about a Filipino maid indecently attracted her 
male employer...what do you feel? What do you think? 
Winky: Ha....I think my husband should not be attracted by my 
maid....and I think Filipino maids are generally not very pretty....Anyway, I don't 
think my maid will do this and I don't think I am worse than my maid...ha.... 
The negotiation readings or the rationalization process are also 
empowered by people's social networks. The adoption of certain social practices 
is not only a result of cultural representation influences and rationalization 
process subject to people's own real life situation, but also a result of 
interpersonal network and exchange. Note the following example: 
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Interviewer: How do you feel about the news like a Filipino maid has 
killed her employer..." 
Sandy: "...Those news is typical and exceptional cases•.…I have many 
friends who have Filipino maids. I have never heard of any such cases (about 
murder) from my friends....I have never thought of my maid would kill me. But 
I do believe she (her maid) would steal a little bit money from my change bag." 
Selectivity in the process of interplay 
Audience have to face basically three kinds of selectivity in the process of 
interplay -- selective exposure, selective perception and retention, and selective 
retrieval. That is, when cultural representations enter into the social practices 
domain, there are basically three selective processes that the respondents are 
likely to engage in: 
Firstly, a "pre-exposure" process: it refers to selective exposure and 
selection attention. It is impossible for people to receive all cultural 
representations of Filipino maids. People may miss, skip or deliberately avoid 
any kinds of information. For example, one respondent expressed that she would 
keep all news about salary adjustment and legal holidays for the Filipino 
domestic helpers. 
Secondly, a "during-exposure": it refers to selective perception, selective 
retention and selective interpretation. People have the power to selectively read 
certain representations, to selectively hold certain information in mind and 
selectively make sense ofthe information. 
Finally, a "post-exposure": it refers to selective memory (retain certain 
message) and selective retrieval (recall and cannot recall). Only a portion of 
information could be remained in one's memory. And only those memory can be 
retrieved and re-load for future uses and orientations. 
Cultural representations effect in sensitive period and uncertainty 
stage 
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It has been found that the cultural representations tend to be effected more 
obviously at times of the sensitive periods like: at the beginning ofhiring a maid 
when the employer is uncertain about his/her new maid; at the end ofthe contract 
especially if the maid is being fired (i.e. unhappy ending); at the time a relatively 
more shocking news about Filipino maids is presented in public. And during 
these sensitive periods, certain social practices tend to be subject to those cultural 
representations. 
Winky is the interviewee who is closely followed up from the time she 
decided to hire a maid up to the time she has lived with a Filipino maid for two-
and-half months. It has been discussed in earlier that social practices started 
when an employer choose a maid. Mei was asked in the first interview about her 
criteria of getting a maid and her most concern. In Mei's case, she has basically 
four criteria: not too young, should be married, experience in caring baby, should 
be either a Catholic or Christian. The cultural representations that she made 
references to are: young maid is playful and may bring other males to her house 
when she went out to work; Catholic or Christian maid has a kind heart that can 
minimize the possibility of putting her baby in jeopardy; Catholic or Christian 
maid will go to church on Sundays that ticking out the possibility of getting 
prostitute's part-time work. 
After she has got a maid for two-and-half month, she was again asked 
about her most concem in dealing with the maid, she pointed relatively fewer to 
the cultural representations she had before. Rather, what she concerned the most 
is her maid's homesick problem. What she does is to give psychological comfort 
to her maid. She believed that ifthe maid feel good, the family will also be good. 
Another sensitive period should be the moment of a maid getting fired. 
Again, during this sensitive period, cultural representation is likely to come to 
employers' mind. And certain forms of social practices will be induced 
accordingly. Mr. Cheng's experience is a case in point. He fired her maid 
because he knew later that her maid suffers from heart disease: 
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Mr. Cheng: I was very scared when I fired her (the maid). She said she is 
upset and didn't want to leave. Actually she is good but I can't keep one maid who 
suffers from heart disease. She has been OK before. •. I wanted her to leave within 
a few days...and I felt a bit nervous during the few days. I checked her carefully. 
Interviewer: What were you afraid of? 
Mr. Cheng: Revenge... .although it should not be.. •. 
Interviewer: Revenge in terms of..... 
Mr. Cheng: Put my family into a mess, murder, poisoning... 
Mr. Cheng: I paid all compensation to her - one month extra salary, seven 
days paid annual leaves, air tickets... People (his friends) said I am stupid. They 
said I need not pay too much for her. 
In Mr. Cheng's case, the negative cultural representations of Filipino 
maids like murder, taking revenge, poisoning come up more obviously when Mr. 
Cheng decided to fire his maid (sensitive period). In order to make the situation 
better, he took two forms of social practices — one is checking his maid more 
tightly during the few days, the other is paying a relatively more satisfactory 
compensation to his maid (in order to make the maid feel good and minimize the 
risk of taking revenge). 
� 
It has also be found that a shocking news about domestic maid like murder 
or child abuse is sometimes sensitive to the employers. One employer (Lo) 
admitted that she had installed a camera to check her maid's doings in daytime. 
She decided to have a camera after she noticed the news about child abuse by a 
Filipino maid. 
Actually, the case she referred to was happened in mid-May, 1997. There 
was a wide coverage on the case in which: one victim employer has installed a 
video camera in order to check his maid's conduct at home. He discovered his 
maid had stole his personal bank statements and letters from the drawers. Then, 
she threw up his five-week-old baby in the air for several times; shook his baby 
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from left to right, then in a circle-direction fiercely for several times. (Apple 
Daily, April 30, 1997) This case was then further reported by "Focus on Focus" 
(城市追擊）and "Hong Kong Today"(今日蹄眞0), two of the most popular 
infotainment programmes broadcast in the golden time at night (May 19, 1997). 
It is shown that the effect of cultural representations tends to be greater at 
sensitive times. This sometimes affects the social practices adopted by the 
employers. In Lo's case, she adopted the practices of installing a camera after 
watching the particular piece of news about child abuse. However, there is no 
causal relationship between certain cultural representations and certain social 
practices. We can only say that the presence of cultural representation 
complicated the forms of social reality. Indeed, social reality is complex which 
has many different social, cultural, economic and political elements in between, 
with different degree of significance. It is argued here, in fact, the interplay 
between cultural representation and social practice is a back-and-forth process. 
The interplay is a back-and-forth process 
Back-and-forth here refers to the back-and-forth process between cultural 
representations and social reality. At a more manifest level, social reality is 
actually an input for cultural representations. News stories about Filipino 
domestic helpers are in fact projections ofsocial reality. They are authentic facts 
happened and being reported through mass media, which in tum becomes 
representations of a particular group. 
At a more individual level, the back-and-forth process is facilitating 
between the cultural representations and the social reality of each individual. The 
idea is much more the same as the idea of social mediation discussed in Chapter 
two. Social mediation is a process that ideology is made familiar and normal in 
routine social intercourse. It holds that mass media's ideological representations 
are recognized, interpreted, edited, and used in audience members' social 
construction of daily life. It emphasizes on the process of taking cultural 
representations into social life uses. 
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Different people have difference interpretation, sensitivity, and uses on 
cultural representations. Although this may be due to the polysemic nature ofthe 
text and the notion of active audience, it is much more related to the respondents' 
real life. In other words, comprehending cultural representation is subject to 
respondents' real life situation. 
For instances, there is a great different between households with babies 
and household without babies. Respondents with babies are generally prone to 
the media news about child abuse and murder. And their forms of social practices 
are likely to aim at securing the baby's life. 
The process of decoding is somewhat like flowing back and forth between 
the external and internal worlds. Meaning is not something assigned reading in 
external worldviews or cultural settings. Interpretative work is also a process of 
self-discovery and understanding. 
The interaction between cultural representations and social practices, as 
discussed so far, is a complicated process with different elements working 
between. People can come up with a variety form of imaginations and responses 
towards the cultural representations. However, when the representations come 
into real life situation, it is a much more rationalized process. People of course 
would perform certain social practices based on the information from cultural 
representations. It is because those representations are information as well as 
knowledge. However, they rarely totally rely on only cultural representations. 
They have their own reasoning and interpersonal network that empower them to 
negotiate with those representations. In actual social life, they are negotiating 
with media messages and at the same time selectively expose, memorize and 
retain some representations. Therefore, social practice is in fact complicated (as 
well as complicating) by cultural representations. This "interactional chemicals" 
are much more obvious in what I have called "the sensitive period" and the 
"uncertain period". It is especially true when the employers have very little idea 
about the new foreign maid. As everything is uncertain, people may just rely on 
what the cultural representations have been offered over times. And this would 
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greatly complicate the form and nature of social practices. In this study, it has 
been explored, apart from the interactions between cultural representations and 
social practices, other factors that might be significant in affecting social 
practices of people. They are: the interpersonal relationship between the 
employers and the maids; social classes of the employers; and the actual situation 
and composition of the family members. 
Factors other than cultural representations that affect social practices 
Cultural representation cannot be one and only one factors that affects the 
social practices of employers. As mentioned before, employers do have their 
own circles of network that comments and advises from relatives, friends and 
colleagues pose significant influences. Moreover, people do consider their own 
social reality in deciding which form of social practice is suitable for them. Since 
this study is exploratory in nature, there are three preliminary factors suggested in 
the respondents' answers that are found to be significant to affect the employers' 
social practices. They are: the interpersonal communication between the 
employers and the Filipino maids, the social class of the respondents, and the 
composition of family members. 
It is found that the better the interpersonal communication and 
relationship between the Filipino maids and the employers, the less the influence 
of cultural representations to the employers. One respondent, Ping, had an 
excellent relationship with her maid. She said her maid could share everything 
with her. Ping remembered the first few months when her maid just came to 
Hong Kong, she suffered from homesick and cried every night. From that time, 
Ping comforted her and started to develop a kind of friendship with her maid. 
When asked Ping about the murder and child abuse stories committed by Filipino 
maids, she would answer, “....the employer should also bear the responsibility. If 
the employer knew more about her maid and cared for her maid, this tragedy 
would have been prevented in advance." Ping expressed no fear to the negative 
news about Filipino maid simply because she knew her maid. Therefore, the kind 
108 
of social practices is mild and supportive, like chatting with her maid and 
spending more time understanding her maid. 
On the other hand, a lack of communication and distant relationships 
between employers and the maids usually lead to a more harsh type of social 
practice. One respondent said she rarely talked with her maid because she could 
not understand the maid's strong Filipino-accented English. She admitted that 
whenever there was tragedy with Filipino maids involved, she would relate the 
news with her maid. She said, “I don't know whether she would be in the same 
way or not. It is better for me to check. I mean, doing something is better than 
doing nothing." 
Social class is another possible element that affects the form of social 
practices. Generally the variable of social class is positively related with level of 
income and educational level. It is found that employers from lower classes took 
more controls on their maids. One respondent from a lower class expressed that 
she would rather buy the food for meals herself. She did not want to pass the 
money to her maid for fear that her maid would kept the money left. She said, “I 
don't eam much and either my husband. We are not wealthy family. We cannot 
afford to keep a ‘theft，in our house!" 
On the contrary, those from more affluent families view money causally. 
One said, "You hire a maid and you should expect that she will steal some....I 
mean, the coins you leave on the desk, or the money you give her for shopping....I 
am sure she will keep some (money) for herself. But that's OK for me. It is only 
a little amount. I f I keep her spending tightly, she will be unhappy....and probably 
will make her angry towards my daughter." 
For the composition of family members, it is found that families with 
more vulnerable parties (like a baby, child and the elderly) are subject to more 
social practices aimed at controlling the maids. Employers with babies expressed 
that they call her maid and ask for their babies' condition constantly when they 
were at work. They were generally more nervous about their maids. One 
respondent said, “I feel more comfortable now. When my daughter was only a 
baby, I was always phoning back home. I could not concentrate on my work 
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sometimes. I did not know what was happening with my baby. But it is better 
now. My daughter is three years old and she can express herselfnow. Ifthe maid 
treat her badly, she can tell me." 
6.4 Theoretical linkages with the findings 
Similar to past researches on racism in the media, the cultural 
representation (includes media representations) of Filipino domestic helpers in 
Hong Kong is a rather racist and steoretypist one. The cultural world articulated 
in Hong Kong media has expressed the ideological perspective of the more 
powerful group - Hong Kong Chinese. They have defined and controlled the 
normative order, imposing it on the lesser powerful ethnic minority - Filipino 
domestic helpers. The notions of ideological hegemony or cultural dominance 
(Sallach, 1974) are crucial to the understanding of these representations. 
When enter the social reality domain, the images from the cultural 
representations contribute in forming the people's beliefs，values and perceptions 
of Filipino maids. The interplay between cultural representations of Filipino 
maids and social practices of the employers towards their maids is a kind of 
back-and-forth process. The operation ofthe interplay can be fit into the process 
of social mediation — the mediation between media and social reality. Social 
mediation, in this case, is mainly revealed in two ways: � 
(1) As mentioned earlier, people get information from the cultural 
representations ofFilipino maids. And the ideas presented in the cultural 
representations are selectively taken by different individual. The ideas 
taken will become the people's dispositions that form their beliefs, values 
and perceptions. 
(2) The beliefs, values and perceptions would in tum affect the choices 
and uses of social practices on the Filipino maids. 
For the operation of social mediation in this case, first, the ideas presented 
in the cultural representations of Filipino maids may increase the awareness of 
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people and will be deposited in people's mind (i.e. as a store of memories). In 
social interaction, surely the media representations, or in a wider sense cultural 
representations, are repeatedly recalled. That kind of recall is quite spontaneous 
because of the widespread familiarity and stereotypicality of the images. Mass 
media transmit highly selective images framed with ready-made viewpoints on 
many issues that lie outside most audience members' personal knowledge and 
experience. 
The nature of cultural representations is flexible for people to interpret 
(i.e. polysemy nature of the text and active audience). During interpretation, 
people may carry their own judgment, fantasies, and references to his / her 
friends experiences. People generally have a remarkable capacity to cope with the 
feelings of inadequacy and frustration in the readings of cultural representations 
and dealing with their own situation. Therefore, the form of social practices is 
always subject to the rationalization process and subjective involvement as well 
as varied by their personal domestic relationship. 
Following this view, the notion of active audience, again, is proven in this 
case. However, active audience in this case pay more emphasis on audience 
active in transforming the readings into their real life social practices. 
Sometimes, there are different interpretations and reactions towards the same 
media news because of the different real life situation the one has. For example, 
household with no child show little concem and uneasy feelings towards the news 
about child abuse. Therefore, the ideas of powerful media or powerful 
ideological influence, in this study, does not contradict with the notion of active 
audience. In fact, audience are actively negotiating with media messages. They 
even actively modify and transform the media messages for their own needs. 
They actively change the media messages so that the ideas are "make-sense" for 
them. However, they are still far away from the oppositional readings to the 
media messages presented. They actually take the dominant readings suggested 
by the media text. However, when the message come into actual social life, it is 
changed and modified to suit the individual's framework of making sense. In 
other words, in actual social life, audience are actively negotiating with media 
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messages and images, but still within the general media ideological field. The 




Chapter Seven: Conclusion 
As mentioned at the beginning of this paper, our culture has given us 
many hints about how we view and treat others. This is more obvious in the case 
of the racial minority. The cultural representation ofFilipino domestic helpers in 
Hong Kong is generally a negative and biased one. It is shaped not only from 
media portrayals of news stories, films, televisions serials, books and magazine 
articles, but also rooted in the socio-historical background of the arrival of 
Filipino maids and before the coming of them. For instances, our understanding 
and sentiments towards the Filipino domestic helpers are also come from our 
understanding of and comparison with past Chinese maids “muijai,, and “sohei”. 
Part of our sentiments towards the Filipino domestic helpers comes from our 
understanding towards the things and incidents surrounding Filipino domestic 
helpers as well, for examples, our understanding towards the country of the 
Philippines, the difference in race, and the difference in language etc. All these 
contribute to the shaping of cultural representations, and media representation is 
only part ofthem. 
The cultural representation of Filipino domestic helpers, in this research, 
is found to be quite consistent. An overwhelmingly number of negative images 
are found in the portrayal of Filipino maids. This is achieved by both over-
representation and under-representation. Stories of crimes, murder, child abuse, 
physical attacks and thefl committed by Filipino maids have received much 
coverage. They are frequently and constantly reported. On the one hand, their 
images of "dangerous, morally indecent, cunning, irresponsible and mentally 
unstable" are over-represented in media. On the other hand, their contribution to 
Hong Kong, hard times, difficulties, problems encountered and unfair treatment 
by employers are relatively rarely reported. A positive image of them is under-
represented. Apart from media and to take a closer look at the socio-historical 
circumstances, Filipino domestic helpers are always viewed as "cunning and not 
trustful" when compared with the traditionally "honest, loyal, wholeheartedly 
devoted" muijai and sohei. Under these dispositions, the Hong Kong people's 
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general sentiment towards Filipino domestic helpers is also negative, as shown in 
a number of social protests and demonstrations which aimed at isolating the 
Filipino domestic helpers. 
Back to the central idea of this paper, it probes the interplay between 
cultural representation and social practices, with Filipino domestic helpers in 
Hong Kong as the study target. The idea of interplay involves the "exchange" 
between cultural representation and social practices. It implies the two are 
influencing each other. In fact, some of the cultural representations, especially 
those depicted in news stories (like the story about installing video camera to 
check the Filipino maids at home) are social practices. Those social practices, 
with a certain degree of newsworthiness, are being reported and in tum become 
cultural representations. 
At a more individual level, it is found that social practice is shaped by 
various inputs and elements, and cultural representation is one of them. Cultural 
representation is usually selectively stored in people's memory. It is recalled, 
retrieved, updated or deleted constantly or when certain stimulus come. Images 
are believable, vivid, simplified and ambiguous. Collective memories are evoked 
through representations ofthe past in ways that presumably resonate with ideals 
that various elements in society hope will be sustained in the future. Images are 
ubiquitous in past and present societies, just like the old advertising image ofMr. 
Troublesome and his Chinese maid, as well as the clownish figure of'Maria. 
However, people are constantly negotiating with those cultural representations. 
They are constantly making references with their own reality in formulating their 
social practices on the Filipino maids. In this sense, the "execution" of social 
practices is a rationalized process. 
Apart from cultural representation, there are other factors that can affect 
one's social practice. For example, people's own judgment, circles of relations, 
and their own situations. First, people have their own set of religions and beliefs 
that support or reject certain form of social practice. Second, people also rely on 
others' information and advice in choosing the kind of social practice applicable 
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to them. Third, people have their own situations, personal needs, constraints that 
can limit their choices of social practices. 
Therefore, before the social practice is actualized, there is a list of 
considerations and struggles in between. It is hard to tell which one is more 
significant, and it is wrong to assume which is more powerful. However, the 
most important insight is that people would modify and restructure the media 
information and their memories of issues about Filipino maids in order to fit into 
their own real life situation. This is a form of "negotiated reading" -- as people 
generally believe what has been presented in media messages, but they will reject 
at least part of the ideas when they encounter their real life situations. 
People have various justifications and reasons to modify the media 
messages in order to "rationalize" them to suit their own needs. In this study, it is 
found that there are basically four kinds of social practices adopted by the 
employers, namely "checking tactics", "control tactics，，，"testing tactics" and 
"avoidance tactics". All of these aim at checking whether the maid has done 
anything wrong; controlling the maid from doing any wrongdoing, testing the 
maid to see whether she has the possibility of making any mistakes, and 
preventing the maid from causing any wrongdoing. 
Theoretically speaking, the present study explores a deeper understanding 
of the notion of active audience. Early communications scholars assumed 
audience are passive and media are powerful bullets that can spin at audience's 
mentality directly. With the contributions of the later scholars, like Stuart Hall 
and David Morley, it was confirmed that audience are in fact active. Audience 
can resist the preferred readings offered by the media text. However, the notion 
of active audience seems to refute the power of media, a basis premise of all 
media studies. The problem, in fact, is the uncertainty over the boundary of 
audience's "activeness". The question is whether audience are active or audience 
are active under the influence of media. If audience are active under the influence 
ofmedia, how is the process "activiated" in real life? 
In this study, it shows that audience are active under the influence of 
media. Oppositional readings are rare, instead, negotiated readings are largely 
115 
adopted. Media messages are constantly "recalled" and “remembered” by 
audience. They are selectively "stored" in people's memories. This is facilitated 
by the "ubiquitous" availability of media messages, as media message is 
everywhere. Audience, therefore, do make use of the media information as a kind 
of resources to make decision. But the media information is constantly under 
modification and rationalization by the audience themselves. It is because social 
practices are a more practical concem. And people are actually rational in carry 
out social practices, as they usually have a direct impact on the agent’ lives. 
People constantly make reference to media information, but at the same time, 
constantly negotiate with the information. 
This coincides with the notion of power of audience, as audience always 
have the power to modify the media messages. Therefore, the ideas of"polysemic 
nature of media messages" and "active audience" are still operating under the 
influence of media. "Polysemic media message" and "active audience" do not 
reject and contradict with the "powerful media". Audience are not totally passive 
and media are not powerless neither. 
Such a process, theoretically speaking, is facilitated by the process of 
“social mediation". Social mediation is the mediation between media and reality. 
It is a process that ideology is made familiar and normal in routine social 
intercourse. It is the act of channeling social knowledge and cultural values 
through an institutional agency to an audience. It holds that mass rhedia's 
ideological representations are recognized, interpreted, edited, and used in 
audience members' social construction of daily life. The content of media is 
articulated and discussed by the public. Even trivial extracts from television 
commercials, news, entertainment programmes, and movies take on tremendous 
ideological force when they are circulated socially. 
In those social interaction, the media representation, or surely in a wider 
sense cultural representation, are repeatedly recalled. That kind ofrecall is quite 
spontaneous and natural because of the widespread familiarity and 
stereotypicality of the images. Mass media transmit highly selective images 
framed with ready-made viewpoints on many issues that lie outside most 
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audience members' personal knowledge and experience. The mediation concept 
also refers to, in communication domain, the mediation between media and social 
reality. It is also the mediation of social relations, facilitated by mass 
communication. Media involve the production of knowledge. Such knowledge 
enables us to make some sense of our experience of the social world, even if the 
‘taking of meaning' occurs in relatively autonomous and very diversified ways. 
Mediation involves two main different processes. First, it refers to the reliance of 
second-hand (or third-party) versions of events and conditions which we cannot 
directly observe by ourselves. Second, it refers to the efforts of other actors and 
institutions in society to contact us for their own purposes. As a result, mediation 
is the indirect way in which we get our knowledge about or form our perceptions 
of groups and cultures even to which we do not belong. 
To sum up, there is an interaction between cultural representations and 
social practices. When cultural representations enter into the real life situations, 
they encounter many other elements like people's own circles of social relations 
(for example, interpersonal network with workmates or friends); people's 
cultural dispositions (for example, perceptions towards the traditional Chinese 
maids); people's own knowledge (for example, knowledge on the country ofthe 
Philippines); and people's own social class (for example, lower social class may 
hold different viewpoints towards the same issue) etc. As such, it is almost 
impossible to have a total "preferred readings" in the actual complex reality. 
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Married for how long: 
Family members include: 
Number of children: 
Occupation: 
Educational attainment: 
Approximate monthly income: HK$ 
How many Filipino maids have been hired: 
How long has been the current maid hired: 
1. Why did you decide to hire a Filipino maid? 
2. From what channel(s) did you get your Filipino maid? From agencies? From 
friends? 
3. From what channel(s) did you get information about hiring a Filipino maid? 
4. Did you get advice for hiring a maid? If yes, what kinds of information and 
from what ways did you get the advice? 
5. What is your greatest concem about hiring a maid? What are you afraid about 
having a maid? 
6. Have you ever had any dissatisfaction with your current maid? Any arguments 
involved? 
7. Have you ever had any arguments over the maid's matters with your husband / 
wife? What was / were they? 
8. What were the changes or impacts, either on your family life, or husband-
and-wife relationship, and parents-child relationship, after you had got a maid? 
9. What kind of measures have you imposed on the maids? 
10. What do you call your maid, and what does she call you? 
11. What do you think an ideal Filipino maid should be? 
12. Since the handover, the government has considered to allow the mainlanders 
to come into Hong Kong as domestic workers. If this was the case, would you 
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Appendix IV. Filipino maid suspected in child abuse, behavior being recorded 
^^1^8 




An employer installed a video camera to 
check her Filipino maid's conduct at home. 
It was found that the maid was throwing the 
































































































































































































































































































































Appendix VL A visua! icon for a news storv about TcleEyc^ 
A cartoon published in a 
piece of news about Filipino |S^8^^^T[ 
maids. The big eye stands ; � E ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 
for employers，e_ye^y while the ;^J^ ^ ^ ^ ^ f i O 
women with a child is a '^^ J^Ii^^wB^'^^^i 
Filipino maid. The maid is / 3 ^ ^ | ^ F ^ ^ 
under the control ofher ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ B ! 
: — r � T ^ P ^ ^ ^ : 
(Hong Kong Economic Times, ^ i ®f • am^ -
21/8/96) _ g ^ f e 
^ 
霸 
P ^ M 
_ , , � _ M f l 
^ k 4 i % - ^ . - ' : ^ ¾ ¾ ^ 在 港 工 作 的 外 籍 女 _ ’有不少都 
W^Ai — … 
wm == 
5 ; © , I . W FiUnino domestic 
I® ^ � 珍 helpers about they 
甚 1 ‘ ( ^ )_^ are dressing too sexy 
/ 
News photographs appeared in a story about Filipino domestic 
helpers in Hong Kong. 
• Caption for picture (a) : Some Filipino maids, when go 
out and enjoy their holidays, always dress in sexual way. 
• Caption for picture (b) : Quite a number of foreign 
domestic helpers in Hong Kong have a pretty face. 
| ^ ^ 菲 備 派 出 戶 1 
J ^ f ^ M J ^ 
C ^ S P ^ ， 咖 m 已包括菲傭由菲抵港費用，無需再付任何費用。 
# n ^ / S i _ — ^ 我 們 的 i " i i 須 完 成 專 業 ^ 1 嬰 兒 、 
辦 公 時 間 ： 兒 童 及 老 人 ， 廣 東 話 、 家 政 等 課 程 ； 
9 : 00am-8 : O O p m 假日照常奉送烹飪及家政精美手冊、保証質素更好 ° | 
: • • — 關 — 了 — 敎 1 通 — 「 呈 — — 對 — — 可 1 ! 
• 2780 0067 2881 1375 
九 龍 彌 敦 道 5 8 2 - 5 9 2 號 信 和 中 心 1 2 0 6 室 
脇得成船^“中“^丨 
~ " ^ TECIWIC EMPLOYMENT SERVICE CENTUE 
^ h n / ^ 廣 東 話 � 國 ^ \ ^ . ,. , ,„ . a E 1 嚴格训練-保用兩年 ) Appendix VlIL 
T r ^ ^ ^ ^ _ ; ; i ^ ^ ^ Visuaielementsin 
^ M . ^ P ^ ^ ^ H ^ advertisemeiits of 
^ ^ 1 1 i R ^^^yP |^^ |^ | empioyemenl agency 
7 ¾ ¾ ^ ¾ ^ for FiHpino domestic 
g L M ^ ^ 
I ^Th ( ^滿菲傭•本地傭I�� , 
^ t u p V 新加坡約.闲.押货：!1丨满巧, J 
(假日照賴公)^^<^I^^:^^^^;;;;;23X^^ 
總行：香港皇后大遒中 8 0 * 8 2號白费仙大廈 5字樓 0 2 5 2 2 6 1 6 2 
分行：牛頭角海大商 «第 二期 -樓 1 4 6糊 Q 2 7 9 5 1152 
ASyi^^^ffi^_lj|97A3%SiS27M 3813 





agencies. Pictures of 
the maid with child. 
j 
‘ :i 
i 嚴 格 挑 選 優 質 菲 備 
$H專人跟進申請過程 J “ . 
‘ 特 快 到 港 保 証 滿 意 一 ： : = 
j f M i B ^ P 3 B f | helpers，employment 
银事航合釣费& H ^ K E ; 少 界港狭 m «f m W^B|J^t agencies. Pictures of 
家俯到港棟蔡 ^ i # w % ^ . , 到 m 前 m 身效 ^ m ^ V - .^ ' a maid, carries with 
^ 泡 櫬 m 接 機 # m •丨。、| »、 .,. 
W 領 取 身 份 赃 /1 !v / wann smiles. 
往領専<^航報到 r 應/ 
附尔免费保用mr^: : % | L 
拟"'"^ "TiTiirrMI Appendix VllL (coflH) 
Advertisements ofFilipino 
domestic helpers, employment 
agencies. Pictures ofa warm 
Hong Kong Chinese family. 
1 
^^^^^^^^^^^^^S^j|pMWMBiBiwmmni^^-^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^i-=i，.. 
m i i i ^ l E ® 
p » ^ w ^ ^ 「^^1 himm^& 
I '、.辛2^|^盖面!§務‘康樂鳥帶來：:。一《‘ 
I ^ , ,. „ . 弟 一 代 」 £ 卩 、 : - 非 、 泰 家 務 助 理 。 _ ^ { 5 r ? ^ ^ 
4 ^ 〜 巧 至 运 于 - " 芸 ， 認 - 罢 ， _ 此 " , _ 下 _ _ 録 錢 ！ I 
€ 3 ^ ^ s ^ 5 r i ^ i 5 s s ^ ^ ^ - s - - - - . . ^ i r ^ 1 
• - ^ '"^^^^^-'--- .^  ； ™ = � I 
j,| B ea tri ce WiiUt^ F^  m~i"““I 
m h i _ ^ n ^ Heicer> 牢 为 ^ P ; P W \ 1： 
i i ^ ^ l w^MM_^M 
m^ssMM^^mmm 
W „ _ 廣 場 _ 铺 i 8 : 2 6 s m i r n m m 
丨 丨 , _ _ 丨 _ 商 場 二 _ 鋪 龍 : 應 ’ 1 ffr 
Appendix VIIL (conH) 
f ( ^ ^ S " l i i i i S ^ r 1 ¾ ^ * ^ ¾ ! 
• V - • 1 1 4 ^ } ^ ^ ^ | ^ ^ ^ 更 力 力 言 心 十 足 」 壓 
r * ^ - - ^ ^ M ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^^ ^^ ^^ ^^ ^^ ^^ ^^ ^^ ^^ MwiBimmBjiiii^ j^ ^^ ^^ ^^ lpjUjl^ jm^ j^mnnujiniuu^ j^ji^ ^^ i^^ g^ ^^ ^^ ^ 
T B B B B B M M ! • : [ • i L r ^ ^ ^ T ^ 
•辦‘餐脅數晨•女備均接受�8型肝炎」「^丨rTl i J i g g l ^ 
• • _ 糖 4 ? ^ : ? 2 = ， 換 ： 溫 ‘ 
^ ^ - 'T，，^> , ^  二丨，赁機送抵府上。•免費帶女備領取身份証。 
^ 9 f e l 6 i W 5 y i > j a : 1 ^ ^ | 2 4小 _供聽及諮 | ^ 1，‘ I ! ! E K ^ ^ i J S , t l 5 ^ m ^ , • 、 _ ’ 方便僱主 ° 
» : : : r J -^^-^-^ •大虽約滿非泰傭’懂粤語，隨時約貝。 
赢得鹿主信 £ £。•代辦指定俩工來港。 i ^ m ± m ) 
: i ^ m m m m m ^ $ £ | ^ |練，’專人 _挑選’所有菲 
f p i ^ s r ^ n = ^ ¾ ¾ ¾ ^ ! ¾ 
M m m m m m ^ _ ^ : _ ^ ^ ^ ^ _ j ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ i ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 
_ = = = = ; [ f l i i i i ^ i P ^ 
Advertisements of Filipino 
domestic helpers' employment 
agencies. Pictures of a class of 
maids in uniform, likes a class 
of graduates. 
, 1 
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Appendix.YX “MaWa，，-- a popular comedv with Fi!i!)ino maid, 
called Maria^ as central figure 
mB ^ w 
哪 ^ w 
.M4i _ .‘ \ 
^ ^ ^ ^ M r I l M L : � … 
m i K B w ^ i i S ^ ^ : . . : i S S # «iM "^ '-- . ^ ^^_ ^ ‘：‘“ 
‘•江欣蒸¥隔十年再扮菲備Maria，一樣過足戲癥丨右為張錦程。 . ,#^i^C 
• — — ui™BBWU^.L“t‘__^- ‘ -
(~pk paU^j ；> 6丨6,( ) <^"" 
Maria - a television serial with Filipino maid 
as central figure. 
Left: Maria, a typical Filipino maid. 
Right: a typical Chinese maid. 
s i s 間 i L 居投解留居日今庭她有後工五名菲夫十菲 i f 檢’發，谁子 
?塁晏 4奨住 5偏璧透 ^； 5 £ 5语 2作豈羞她 '深爱一藉該她望將笑發釋？一 者i畜Ii。5二9Si55ttai °忠？息5c兩歲女名患後她及現身昨本 
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| | ^ & 首 _ 賺 . _ -
1醫鑒該 ¥ 0 ^ 1盟么 2实 8么診甚 3 5 § &藥？乳月用服抗醫轉由’便震扇 
1 ^ S S S y 丄 £ 間 樓 辱 延 解 境 ’ 刻 流 突 昨 。 九 房 ， 該 用 生 生 述 他 遂 m 自 居 
g 二診悲虎 i g胸’處十 .》返處因前血然 ) ^ 月 i 開 _ 7 _ i 益 k i |i I 雲 露绍‘3维85复1辦時治菲自她^^  • s i 运笑驛_她羣_器8§聖平嵩 
1 蓄 塁 _ 置 當 養 德 8 雪 6 ； 理 凄 首 2 1 認 2 § 養 〒 蘧 養 2 霧 留 窝 1 1 1 被 _ 
T i i S ？ ® i i I I盟‘g ‘ g, g g § 許 懇 i g J年直給一情s ^夫不要藉 
» t 将遂 .。，行渗現續在至後希到求有乳，該今左八服她種，生’適求女 
• •• 
1 1 菲 _ _ 讀 - ^ ^ \ 
i l l i i . ^ ^ 2 ) 
: 女 玄 反 媳 入 專 > ; 、 六 二 二 / 
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i 咨 s A 要 是 後 入 去 居 湯 名 
^ i l i 康 崖 審 遷 ！ ？ 裔 [ 
Appendix X. News headlines using the Cantonese term “bun mur 
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